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We are on the cusp of the First World War and all the European powers are 
arming. The Austro-Hungarians and Germans have their clankers, steel 
machines with steam engines loaded with weapons and ammunition. British 
Darwinists use manufactured animals as weapons of war. His Leviathan is a 
whale airship, the most powerful beast in the British fleet. Aleksandar Ferdinand, 
Prince of the Austro-Hungarian Empire has fled. His own people have turned 
against him. His title is now worthless and he has only a battle-worn Assault 
Walker and his loyal crew. 


Deryn Sharp is a commoner, a girl disguised as a boy who has enlisted in the 
British Air Force. The girl is a noted aviator, but her secret is in constant danger 
of being discovered. When the Great War is already imminent, the paths of Alek 
and Deryn cross in the most unexpected way, taking them both aboard the 
Leviathan where they will go around the world and live a fantastic adventure that 
will change their lives forever. 
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ONE 


The Austrian cavalry gleamed in the moonlight with their riders standing proudly 
in the saddle, on their horses, their backs held high. 

Behind them, two lines of walking machines, diesel-powered walkers, ready to 
fire, cannons trained over the heads of the cavalry. A leader surveyed the terrain 
in no man's land, in the center of the battlefield, revealing the flashes of his 
metal skin. 

The French and British infantry crouched behind their fortifications, consisting 
of a letter opener, an inkwell and a row of fountain pens, knowing they had no 
chance against the might of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. However, a line of 
Darwinian monsters loomed behind them, ready to devour anyone who dared to 
retreat. 

As the attack was about to begin, it seemed to Prince Aleksandar that 
that he had heard someone on the other side of the door of his chambers 

She made a guilty motion to go to bed, then lay still, listening intently. 
Outside, the trees stirred in a light breeze, but otherwise the night was utterly 
silent. After all, Mother and Father were in Sarajevo, and the servants would not 
dare disturb their sleep. 


Alek returned to his desk and began to move the cavalry forward, grinning 
as the battle neared its climax. The Austrian infantry had finished their 
bombardment and the time was right for the lead horses to finish off the French, 
unfortunately outgunned. 
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number. It had taken him all night to prepare the attack, using Imperial tactics 
from the manual he had borrowed from his father's study. 

It seemed fair enough to Alek to have a little fun while his parents were away 
supervising military exercises. He had begged to be taken with them to see all 
the formations of soldiers congregating, filing past him, keeping pace live, to feel 
the rumble of war machines concentrated through the soles of his boots. 


Of course, it had been Mother who had forbidden her, since her studies were 
more important than the "parades," as she called them. She didn't understand 
that military maneuvers could teach him more than any drab old tutor and his 
books. One day, his son Alek might pilot one of those machines. 


After all, war was imminent. It was on everyone's lips. 
As the last lead cavalry unit crashed into the French lines, he heard that 
muffled sound coming from the corridor again: a jingle, like a bunch of keys. 


Alek turned to look through the crack under the double doors to his bedroom. 
Shadows moved through the patches of moonlight, and he heard the hiss of 
whispers. 

Someone was just on the other side of the door, outside. 

She fell silent and quickly crossed her bare feet across the cold marble floor. 
Just as the door creaked open, Alek slid into bed. The boy narrowed his eyes, 
not quite closing them, to see which of his servants was watching him. 


Moonlight streamed into the room, making the tin soldiers on his desk gleam. 
Someone entered the room, lightly and without making a sound. The figure 
stopped, looked at Alek for a moment, then inched toward the prince's chest of 
drawers. Alek heard the scrape of the wood of a drawer being carefully opened. 
His heart sped up. No servant would dare rob him! But what if the intruder was 
something worse than a thief? Her father's warnings rang in her ears: "You have 
enemies from the day you were born." 

A bell rope hung by her bed, but her parents' room was empty. With Father 


and his personal guard in Sarajevo, the closest sentries were garrisoned at the 
far end of the trophy room, fifty yards away. 


Alek slid a hand under his pillow until his fingers touched the cold steel of his 
hunting knife. He lay there holding his breath, gripping the handle of the knife 
tightly, repeating to himself another of his father's slogans: surprise is more 
valuable than force. 
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Another figure came through the door. His boots clattered as he entered, and metal 
buckles on a pilot's jacket rattled like keys on a ring. 
The figure stalked directly toward her bed. 

"Young lord!" Awake! 

Alek dropped the knife, letting out a sigh of relief. it was just the old 
Otto Klopp, his mechanics instructor. 

The first silhouette began to rummage through the dresser, pulling out clothes. 

"The young prince has been awake all the time,” said Count Volger's nervous voice. 
May | have a little advice, Your Highness? When you want to pretend you're asleep, 
it's wise not to hold your breath. 

Alek sat up in bed with a scowl on his face. His fencing master had the 
annoying ability to know how to see through deception. 

-What does this all mean? 

"You have to come with us, young lord," Otto murmured, staring at the marble floor. 
These are the Archduke's orders. 

-My father? Has he returned yet? 

"Your father left instructions," Count Volger said in the same exasperating tone of 
voice he used during fencing lessons. 

He tossed a pair of Alek's pants and a pilot jacket onto the bed. 

Alek stared at them, feeling half outraged, half confused. 

‘Like young Mozart,’ said Otto quietly, ‘from the stories the Archduke tells you. 


Alek frowned, remembering Father's favorite stories about the upbringing of the 
great composer. Apparently, Mozart's tutors would wake him up in the middle of the 
night, when his mind was blank and helpless, and force him to take lessons. Still, it all 
seemed pretty disrespectful to Alek. 


He reached for the pants. 

"Are you going to force me to compose a fugue?" 

"An amusing occurrence," Count Volger said. But please hurry up. 

"We have a walker waiting behind the stables, young lord." Otto's worried face tried 
a smile. You will have to take the helmet. 

"A walker?" Alek's eyes widened. 

Piloting was part of his training and it was a discipline for which he had no trouble 
jumping out of bed, so he quickly dressed. 

"Yes indeed, this is going to be your first night lesson!" Otto said. 
handing Alek his boots. 

Alek put his shoes on and stood up, then went to the dresser to find 
your favorite pilot gloves. His footsteps echoed on the marble floor. 
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"Now keep quiet.” 

Count Volger stood by the doors of the prince's chambers. He opened them 
a little and leaned out to look down the corridor. 

“We have to get out quietly, Your Highness,” Otto whispered. you'll see what 
This lesson is going to be fun! Just like those of the young Mozart! 


The three of them moved slowly through the trophy room, though Professor 
Klopp continued to clatter as he walked and Volger slipped silently past him. 
Portraits of Alek's ancestors, the family that had ruled Austria for six hundred 
years, hung on the walls of the passage. Their faces were staring at them with 
unreadable expressions. The antlers on his father's hunting trophies cast tangled 
shadows, like a forest in moonlight. Each step they took was magnified by the 
stillness that reigned in the castle. At the same time, a lot of questions were also 
echoing in Alek's head. 


Wasn't it dangerous to pilot a walker at night? And why was their fencing 
teacher going with them? Count Volger preferred swords and horses to soulless 
mechanics , and besides, his tolerance for commoners like old Otto was rather 
low. Professor Klopp had been hired for his skill as a pilot and not for his last 
name. 

“Volger...” Alek began. 

"Quiet, boy!" the count snapped. 

Alek felt a flash of anger flare inside him and almost cursed, even if it had to 
ruin their stupid game of sneaking out unseen. 


The same thing always happened. To the servants he might be "the young 
archduke," but nobles like Volger never let Alek forget his position. Because of 
his mother's commoner blood, he was not worthy to inherit the royal lands and 
titles. Although his father was the heir to an Empire of a million souls, Alek was 
heir to nothing. 

Volger himself was only an earl, with no farmland to his name, just a few 
acres of forest, but still he felt superior to the son of a lady-in-waiting. 


Alek, however, managed to contain himself and remain silent, letting his 
anger subside as they sidled through the great kitchens, now in shadow, destined 
to serve grand banquets. Years of insults had taught him to bite his tongue and it 
was easier to swallow the disrespect at the imminent prospect of piloting. 


The day would come when he would have a chance to take revenge. Father had promised. 
They would change the marriage contract somehow and Alek's blood then 
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it would be totally real. 
Even if it meant challenging the emperor himself. 
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OF THE 


When they reached the stables, Alek's only concern was trying not to stumble in 
the dark. There was barely a crescent moon, and the estate's game woods 
stretched like a black sea across the valley. At that hour, even the lights of 
Prague had gone out, remaining a mere hint. 

Seeing the walker, Alek gasped with excitement. 

There was the robot, taller than the roof of the stable, with its two metal feet 
sunk deep into the floor of the riding paddock . It looked like one of the Darwinian 
monsters lurking in the dark. This was not just any training machine, but a real 
war machine: a Cyklope Assault Walker. A cannon was mounted on its abdomen, 
and the fat noses of two Spandau submachine guns protruded from its enormous 
head, as big as a smokehouse. 

Until then, before that night, Alek had only flown small ships and four-legged 
training corvettes. Even though she was about to turn sixteen, Mother always 
insisted that she was too young for war machines. 
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"THE ESCAPE". 


"Am I going to have to pilot this?” Despite himself, Alek heard his voice crack. My 
old ship isn't even knee-high! 

Otto Klopp's gloved hand patted his shoulder hard. 

"Don't worry, young Mozart. | will be by your side. 

Count Volger called the machine. Their engines started up and the ground began 
to shake under Alek's feet. The moonlight seemed to shimmer through the damp 
leaves of the camouflage netting that covered the Assault Walker, too, and there was 
the nervous neighing of the horses in the stable. 

At belly level, a hatch opened suddenly, from which a metal ladder fell and 
unrolled to the ground. Count Volger held her steady so she wouldn't sway, then 
planted a boot on the bottom metal rung to steady her. 


"Young lord, if you please." 


Alek stared at the machine. He tried to imagine leading this monster through the 
darkness, crushing trees and buildings and anything else he could. 
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unlucky enough to get in his way. Otto Klopp leaned closer to him. 


“Your father, the Archduke, has issued a challenge to you and me. He wants you 
to be prepared to pilot any machine in the Watch House, even in the dead of night. 


Alex swallowed. Father always said that with war on the horizon, everyone in the 
house had to be prepared. And it made sense to start the training while Mother was 
gone. If Alek crashed the walker, the worst bruises would be gone before Princess 
Sofia returned. 

Still, Alek hesitated. The trapdoor in the rumbling machine's abdomen looked 
like the jaws of some giant predator leaning in for a bite. 


"Of course, we cannot force you, Your Royal Highness," Count Volger said with 
an amused note in his voice. We can always explain to your father that you were too 
scared. 

"I'm not scared." Alek grabbed the ladder and climbed up. 

The rough surface of the steps clung to his gloves as he climbed and passed 
between the spikes that ran along the walker's abdomen to prevent boarding by 
enemies. He scrambled into the dark maw of the machine. The stench of kerosene 
and sweat filled his nose and the noise of the engines rumbled in his bones. 


"Welcome aboard, Your Highness," said a voice. 

Two men in gleaming steel helmets waited in the gunners’ cabin. Alek 
remembered that an Assault Walker carried five crew members. This was not at all 
like a small ship with three crew members. 

He almost forgot to return the greeting. 

Count Volger was close behind him on the ladder, so Alek continued up until he 
reached the cockpit. The prince sat in the pilot's seat, fastened his seatbelt, and 
Klopp and Volger followed. 

She put her hands on the walker controls, feeling the incredible power of the 
machine making her fingers tremble. It was strange to think that those two small 
levers could control the walker's gigantic metal legs. 

"Full view," Klopp said, maneuvering to open the visor fully. 

Cold night air poured into the Assault Walker's cockpit, moonlight illuminating 
dozens of switches and levers. 

The four-legged corvette he had flown a month ago needed only control sticks, 
a fuel gauge, and a compass. Yet now he had arrayed before him a row of countless 
needles and gauges, quivering like nervous whiskers. What were they for? 
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He looked away from the controls and looked through the viewfinder. The distance 
he was from the ground gave him an uneasy feeling, like looking down from the top of 
a haystack with the intention of jumping. 

The edges of the forest loomed only twenty meters away. Did they really expect 
me to fly that machine through the dense, tangled-rooted trees at night? 


"Whenever you like, young lord," Count Volger said, with a hint of 
boredom already in his voice. 

Alek's jaw clenched, determined not to give the man another laughing matter. He 
gently pushed the levers forward and the huge Daimler engines changed pitch as the 
steel gears began to engage and start to squeal. 


The Assault Walker slowly changed position from crouching to standing upright. 
The ground was much further away than it already was. Now Alek could see over and 
through the treetops to the dim lights of Prague. 


He pulled the left stick back and pushed the right stick forward. The machine 
lumbered into motion with an inhumanly long stride, momentum pressing him into the 
pilot's seat. 

The right pedal rose a little as the walker's foot touched the soft ground, pushing 
gently against Alek's boot. The young man manipulated the levers, shifting his weight 
from one foot to the other. The cabin swayed like a tree house being pushed by a 
strong wind, lumbering back and forth with each gigantic step they took. A chorus of 
hisses came from the engines below, the gauges dancing every time the Assault 
Walker's pneumatic joints strained under the weight of the machine. 


"Good, excellent," Otto mumbled from his commanding seat. But 
attention with knee pressure. 

Alek dared to look down at the controls for a moment, even though he had no idea 
what Professor Klopp was saying. "Knee pressure?" How was it possible that someone 
could control all those needles and arrows without causing the whole thing to crash 
into a tree? 

"That's better," the professor said after a few steps. 

Alek nodded wordlessly, elated that he hadn't run into a tree yet. 


Already the forest loomed before him, filling the wide-open visor with a dark tangle 
of shadows. He swept up the first few branches as he passed, and they hit the visor, 
spraying Alek with cold drops of dew. 

"Shouldn't we turn on the parking lights?" asked the prince. 
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Klopp shook his head. 

“Remember, young lord, that we are trying not to be detected. 

"Such a disgusting way to travel," Volger muttered, and Alek wondered 
new why that man was there. 

Could it be that after that there would be a fencing lesson? What kind of Mozart-warrior was 
his father trying to make of him? 

The high-pitched screeching of gears filled the cabin. The left pedal caught Alek's foot and the 
entire machine tipped eerily forward. 


"You are trapped, young lord!" Otto said, his hands ready to take the controls from her. 


"| know!" Alek exclaimed, manipulating the controls. 

He slammed his right foot off the machine for half a step, air spitting out of his knee joints like 
a train whistle. For a few moments the Assault Walker swayed like a drunk about to fall. But after a 
few long seconds, Alek felt the weight of the machine settle on the moss and dirt. He balanced 
with one foot extended back, like a swordsman posing after a thrust. 


He pushed the two levers so that the left leg was unstuck from where it had become entangled 
and the right leg was thrown forward. Daimler engines roared and metal joints hissed. Finally, a 
shiver ran through the cabin as the Assault Walker reared up along with the satisfying sound of 
roots tearing out of the ground. The walker stood upright for a moment, like a chicken on an egg, 
and then started forward again. Alek's trembling hands guided the walker in his next strides. 


"Well done, young lord!" Otto exclaimed, clapping his hands. 

"Thank you, Klopp," Alek said dryly, feeling sweat trickle down his face. 
face. 

His hands tightened on the levers, but the machine had already resumed its brisk gait. She 
gradually forgot that she was at the controls, feeling the footsteps as if they were her own. His 
body adjusted to the oscillations of the cabin, the rhythms of gears and tires not so different from 
those of his corvette, only noisier. Alek had begun to see some patterns in the oscillating needles 
and arrows on the control panel: some changed to red with each step, receding smoothly as the 
walker straightened. Knee pressure included, of course. But the machine's ability to drift off course 
continued to worry him. The heat from the engines permeated the cabin and the night air rushed in 
like 
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icy fingers. Alek tried to imagine what it would be like to pilot in battle, with his visor 
half closed, bullets and shrapnel flying and crashing into him. 
Finally, the pine branches cleared before them and Klopp said: 
“Turn around here and we will find firmer ground, young lord. 
"Isn't this one of Mother's riding trails?" Alex asked. 
She'll rip my skin off if we come through here! 

If it happened that one of Princess Sofia's horses stumbled in a walker's footprint, 
both Professor Klopp, Alek and even Father, suffered their anger for days. So he 
gently eased off the throttle, grateful for a moment's rest, and brought the Assault 
Walker to a halt on the trail. Beneath his pilot jacket, Alek was drenched in sweat. 


"He is unpleasant in every way, Your Highness," Volger said. But necessary if we 
want to gain time tonight. 

Alek turned to Otto Klopp and pouted. 

-Gain time? But if they are only practice exercises. We're not going anywhere, are 
we? 

Klopp did not answer and looked askance at the count. Alek took his hands off 
the sticks and spun the pilot's chair around. 

"Volger, what's going on?" 

The earl stared at him in silence, and suddenly Alek felt terribly alone out there in 
the dark. 

His mind began to go over his father's warnings: how some nobles believed that 
Alek's shady lineage threatened the Empire. That one day the insults could turn into 
something worse... 

But these men could not be traitors. Volger had held his sword up at his neck a 
thousand times in fencing practice, and his mechanics teacher? |Inconceivable. 


"Where are we going, Otto?" | want an explanation now. 

"You must come with us, Your Highness,’ Otto Klopp said tactfully. 

"We have to get as far away from Prague as possible," Volger said. Your father's 
orders. 

"But my father didn't even..." Alek clenched his teeth and swore. 

What a fool he had been, tempted and lured into the woods with tales of midnight 
piloting, just like tempting a child with candy. The entire service was asleep, and his 
parents were away in Sarajevo. 

Alek's arms were still tired from struggling to keep the Assault Walker upright, and 
he was strapped into the pilot's chair, so he could barely get his knife out. He closed 
his eyes sadly: he had left the 
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forgotten weapon in his room, under the pillow. 

"The Archduke has left instructions," Count Volger said. 

"You're lying, " Alek yelled. 

"| wish it were so, young lord." Volger reached for his leather jacket. 
to assemble. 

A wave of panic washed over Alek, tearing through his despair. He quickly put his 
hands on the controls, searching for the string of the whistle to sound the alarm. They 
hadn't gone too far from home yet. Surely someone would hear the Assault Walker's 
cry of alarm. 

Otto moved quickly and grabbed Alek's arms. Volger pulled a vial from his jacket 
and held the open mouth of the bottle close to Alek's face. A sweet smell filled the 
cabin and her head began to spin. He tried not to breathe, fighting against the two 
men much larger than himself. 

Then his fingers found the lifeline and he yanked on it. But Professor Klopp's 
hands were already on the controls, releasing the Assault Walker's pneumatic 
pressure. The whistle only let out a miserable downward wail like a teapot being 
pulled from the fire. 

Alek still struggled, holding his breath for what seemed like minutes, but finally his 
lungs rebelled. He gasped for the intense smell of chemicals that filled his head... 


A cascade of bright dots fell across all the instruments and it seemed that all the 
weight was lifted from Alek's shoulders. She felt as if she were floating, free from the 
hold of those two men, free from the seat belts, free even from gravity. 


"My father will put a price on your heads," he managed to croak. 

"I'm afraid not, Your Highness," Count Volger said. Your parents 
They are both dead, assassinated tonight in Sarajevo. 

Alek tried to laugh at such an absurd statement, but the world gave 
circles around him and the darkness and silence that reigned was crushing. 


www.lectulandia.com - Page 17 


Machine Translated by Google 


THREE 


"Hey, you groggy, wake up!" 

Opening one eye, Deryn Sharp found herself looking at the etched lines that 
flowed down an aerobeast's body, like the course of a river around an island: the 
airflow diagram. Looking up from the Aeronautics manual, he realized that the open 
page was glued to his face. 

"You've been up all night!" the voice of his brother, Jaspert, hammered 
in his ears again. | told you to get some sleep! 

Deryn carefully brushed the page from her cheek and frowned: a smear of drool 
had marred the diagram. He wondered if sleeping with his head on the manual had 
put more aeronautical concepts into his brain. 

"Obviously, I've gotten some sleep, Jaspert, since you've already seen that you've 
found snoring. 

"Yeah, okay, but not properly in bed." She moved through the darkness in the 
small rented room, while she dressed in all the accoutrements of a clean aviator's 
uniform. 


"You said just one more hour of study and you've burned our last candle and, 
Besides, you've made a mess of it! 
Deryn rubbed her eyes, looking around the small, depressing room. Always 
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it was damp and smelled of horse manure from the stables below it. 
Fortunately, that night had been the last one that he had slept in that place, in the 
bed or not 

-lt doesn't matter. The Armed Forces have their own sails. 

"Yes, that is if you pass the test." 

Deryn let out a snort. In reality, she had stayed up studying only because she couldn't sleep, 
partly nervous because she was finally going to take the cadet test, and partly terrified that someone 
would notice her disguise. 


"You don't have to worry about that, Jaspert. | will approve. 

His brother nodded slowly, a mischievous expression on his face. 

"Yeah, maybe you're an ax with sextants and Aerology, and maybe able to sketch any aerobeast 
in the fleet." But there is a test that | have not mentioned to you. And it has nothing to do with studying 
in books, it's more about what they call "aerial sensitivity." 


“Aerial Sensitivity'?"” Deryn said. Are you kidding me? 
"It's a dark Army secret." Jaspert leaned forward and lowered his voice to a whisper. | risk 


expulsion for daring to mention this to a civilian. 


"You're full of manure, Jaspert Sharp!" 

"I can't tell you anything else. 

She pushed her still-buttoned sweater over her head, and when her face finally emerged, 
he was wearing a smile. 


Deryn scowled at him, still not entirely sure if her brother was 
joking. As if | wasn't nervous enough. 

Jaspert tied on his aviator neckerchief. 

"You put on your uniform and gear and we'll see what you look like." Everything you've studied 
is going to be of no use if your appearance doesn't convince them. Deryn stared morosely at the pile 
of clothes she had been borrowed. With everything he had studied and everything he had learned 
when his father was alive, passing the cadet test was going to be easy. Still, everything in his head 
wouldn't matter unless he could fool the science officers, the veteran naval officers, into thinking his 
name was Dylan and not Deryn. 


She had unstitched Jaspert's old clothes and sewn them back together to modify them, and 
besides, she was tall enough, taller than most cadet-age boys. But height and shape weren't 
everything. A month of practicing on the streets of London and in front of the mirror had convinced 
her of it. 

The boys had something else, in them there was a kind of swagger. 

When she was dressed, Deryn looked at her reflection from a window. 
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obscured. Her usual image was staring at her: girl and fifteen. His carefully tailored 
clothing only made him look strangely skinny, not unlike a ragged scarecrow-like boy 
dressed in old clothes to scare the birds away. 


-And good? -she said-. Do you think I can pass as a Dylan? 

Jaspert looked her up and down, but said nothing. 

"I'm tall enough to be sixteen, right?" she begged. 

His brother finally agreed. 

"Well, | suppose you'll do the trick." It's lucky you don't have boobs to give you 
away. 

Deryn's mouth fell open, her arms crossed over her chest. 

"And you're a fucking jerk!" 

Jaspert laughed, and slapped him hard on the back. 

-That's the idea. I'm already making you cuss like an Army soldier. 


London buses were much newer and more luxurious than those in Scotland, and 
faster too. The one that took them to the airfield at Wormwood Scrubs was drawn by a 
hippopotamus, as wide as a pair of oxen from back to back. The huge and powerful 
beast led them close to the Scrubs before dawn began. 


Deryn stared out the window, watching the movement of the treetops and the 
debris blown from side to side by the wind, trying to figure out what the weather would 
be like that day. The horizon was tinged with red, and the Manual of Aerology noted: 
"Red sky at dawn, the sea has to move." But Pa always said they were just old wives’ 
tales. He instead said that: "When you see a dog eating grass, then the heavens are 
about to open." 

Not that a drop of rain mattered to him, since the tests he would have to pass that day 
would take place indoors. The Air Force asked its young cadets to study the Navigation 
and Aerodynamics manuals. But looking at the sky was safer than looking at the looks 
of the other passengers. 

Ever since she'd gotten on the bus with Jaspert, Deryn's skin had crawled as she 
wondered what strangers thought of her. Did they see through his boy's panties and 
his shorn hair? Did they really think he was a young recruit on his way to the air test 
range? Or did she really look like a little girl with a screw loose, playing dress-up in her 
brother's old clothes? 

The next and last stop on the bus was the famous Scrubs Prison. Most of the 
passengers disembarked there: women carrying lunch boxes with food and gifts for the 
men inside. The sight of the barred windows made Deryn's stomach turn. He didn't 
know how much trouble Jaspert would be in if his ploy went awry. Enough to lose your 
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position in the Army? To the point of sending him to jail? 

It just wasn't fair to be born a girl! she knew more about 
Aeronautics of what Pa had managed to cram into Jaspert's roof. 

In addition to her knowledge, she had always had better resistance to heights 
than her brother. 

Worst of all, if the scientists didn't let her into the Armed Forces, she would 
have to spend the night in that horrible rented room again and be sent back to 
Scotland the next morning. 

Her mother and aunts were waiting for her there, sure her crazy idea wouldn't 
work and ready to dress Deryn up again in skirts and corsets. No more dreams 
of flying, no more studies, no more swearing! And the last of his inheritance he 
had spent on his trip to London. 

He glanced at the three boys who were riding at the front of the bus, jostling 
each other and giggling as the proving ground approached, gleeful as castanets. 
The tallest of the boys barely reached Deryn's shoulder. They didn't give the 
impression of being much stronger, and he didn't consider them as smart or as 
brave either. So why were they allowed to enter the king's service and she not? 


Deryn Sharp gritted her teeth, certain that no one would see through her 
disguise. 


It couldn't be that hard to pose as a stupid boy. 


The line of recruits on the airfield was not impressive enough. Most of them 
must have barely been sixteen years old, and they had surely been sent by their 
families to make their fortunes and obtain prosperity. Some of the older guys 
among the others were probably cadets coming out of the Navy. 


Looking at their concerned faces, Deryn was glad she'd had a father who'd 
taken her in hot-air balloons. He had seen the ground from the heights many 
times. But that didn't stop her from feeling nervous. She almost reached for 
Jasper's hand, but realized just in time what that might look like. 


“It's okay, Dylan ,” she told him quietly as they approached the desk. 
Just remember what I told you. 

Deryn snorted. The night before, Jaspert had shown her how a real boy looks 
at his nails: looking at the palm of his hand with the fingers curled in, while girls 
look at the back with their fingers spread. 


“Okay, Jaspert,” she said. But if they offer me a manicure, don't you think 
they'll have caught me by now? 
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He didn't laugh. 


"Just try not to attract attention, okay?" 

Deryn said no more and followed him to the long table that was set up in front of a 
white hangar tent. Behind the table sat three officers, accepting letters of introduction from 
recruits. 

"Ah, helmsman Sharp!" said one. 

He wore the uniform of a flight lieutenant, but he also sported the helmet with the brim 
curve of a scientific officer. 

Jaspert greeted him energetically. 

“Lieutenant Cook, allow me to introduce my cousin Dylan. 

As Cook extended his hand to Deryn, the girl was filled with the feeling of British pride 
that scientists always brought to her. Before her was a man who had reached into the very 
chains of life and manipulated them to achieve his purposes. 


He tried to shake her hand as firmly as he could. 

"Nice to meet you, sir." 

"It's always a pleasure to meet a Sharp," said the scientist, and then laughed at his 
own joke, since sharp in English means, among other things, ‘sharp’, ‘intelligent’. Your 
cousin has told us very well about your understanding of Aeronautics and Aerology. 


Deryn cleared her throat and used the low, gravelly voice she had been 
practicing for weeks. 

“My da... | mean, my uncle taught us all how to ride a balloon. 

"Ah yes, a very brave man." He nodded. It is a tragedy that | am not here to see the 
triumphs of living flight. 

"Certainly you would have loved it, sir." 

Pa had only gone up in hot-air balloons and not hydrogen respirators like the ones the 
Army used. 

Jaspert nudged the girl and Deryn remembered the letter of recommendation. He took 
it out of his jacket and offered it to Flight Lieutenant Cook. 
He pretended to study it, which was silly, since he'd written it himself to do Jaspert a favor, 
but even science officers had to keep to Royal Navy form. 


"It seems that everything is in order." His eyes drifted from the letter to take in Deryn's 
borrowed outfit, and he seemed momentarily taken aback by what he saw. 


She held her ground, holding his gaze, wondering what was there. 


done wrong. Was it her hair? Was it her voice? Had | shaken his hand the wrong way? 
"You're a bit skinny, aren't you?" the scientist finally said. 
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-Yes sir. | think so. 

The man brought a smile to his face. 

"Well, then we'll have to fatten up your cousin, too." Mr. Sharp, please join 
the line! 
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FOUR 


The sun was beginning to creep up through the clump of trees when the military 
itself arrived. They rolled into the field in an all-terrain carriage, drawn by two lupine 
tigers, pulling it hard before the line of recruits. The beasts' muscles bulged beneath 
the leather straps of the carriage's harness, and as one of them thrashed like a 
monstrous cat like a house, sweat spewed out in all directions. 


Out of the corner of her eye, Deryn saw the boys around her stiffen. Then the 
driver of the carriage made the tigers snarl with a whiplash, and a nervous murmur 
went up and down the line. 

A man dressed in a flight captain's uniform was standing on the 
open carriage with a riding crop under one arm. 

“Gentlemen, welcome to Wormwood Scrubs. | trust that none of 
You are scared by the products manufactured by Natural Philosophy... 
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"SPEECH TO THE APPLICANTS". 


Nobody answered. There were manufactured beasts everywhere in London, 
of course, but they hadn't seen anything as impressive as these half-wolf tigers, 
all sinew and claws, with a cunning intelligence lurking in their eyes. 

Deryn kept her eyes straight ahead, though she longed to take a closer look 
at the tigresses. Until that moment, | had only seen military fabs at the zoo. 


"Crazy spiders!" whispered the young man who was next to her. He was 
almost as tall as she was, and his short blond hair was brushed up. | would hate 
to see these two loose. 

Deryn fought back the irresistible urge she had to explain that lupines were 
the tamer fabs . Wolves were actually just a type of dog and could be easily 
trained. Aerobeasts, on the other hand, were animals with which one should be 
more careful, of course. 

When no one came forward to admit their fear, the flight captain said, 
"Excellent." 

Then you won't mind coming over to take a look at them. 

The driver cracked his whip again and the carriage thundered across the 
uneven field. The nearest tiger passed close enough to be reached by the hand 
of the volunteers. Those snarling beasts were too much for the three boys at the 
other end of the line, and they broke ranks and ran back, screaming and running 
toward the open prison doors. 

Deryn kept her eyes focused directly ahead as the tigers passed her, but one 
of their whiffs, a mixture of the smell of wet dog and raw meat, sent a shiver 
down her spine. 

"Not bad, not bad," the flight captain said. I'm glad to see 
that very few of our youth succumb to the common superstition. 

Deryn snorted. Some, the Ludist Monkeys called them, were initially afraid of 
the Darwinian beasts. They thought that breeding creatures of nature was more 
like blasphemy than science, even though fabs had been the backbone of the 
British Empire for the last fifty years. 

For a moment he wondered if those tigers were the secret test that Jaspert 
had warned him about and he sneered. If it was that, it had been a waste of time. 


"Though your nerves of steel won't last all day, gentlemen,” the flight captain 
said. Before you move in, we'd like to find out if you're up for heights. Helmsman? 


-Turn around! an airman yelled. 
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With a bit of disorder and confusion, the line of boys turned around 
to stand in front of the hangar store. 

Deryn saw that Jaspert was still there, waiting calmly to the side with his 
scientists. They all wore a wide suppressed smile on their faces. 

Then the shop doors opened and Deryn's jaw dropped... 

Inside was an aerobeast: an elevator, its tentacles held by a dozen infantrymen. 
The beast throbbed and trembled as it was gently dragged out, its translucent 
gasbag shimmering in the red light of the early morning sun. 


-A jellyfish! the boy next to her gasped. 

Deryn nodded. This was the first hydrogen breather ever made, and it had 
nothing to do with the gigantic airships alive today, with their nacelles, engines, and 
observation cabins. 

The Huxleys were made of living chains of jellyfish, aguamarines, and other 
poisonous sea creatures, and they were practically as dangerous. A strong gust of 
wind could startle a Huxley and send him plummeting toward the ground like a bird 
searching for worms. The creatures' fish innards could survive almost any fall, but 
their human passengers were rarely so lucky. 


Then Deryn saw a pilot's kit dangling from the aerobeast and her eyes widened. 
they opened even more than their mouth. 

Was this the air sensitivity test that Jaspert had been hinting at? And his brother 
had been leading him to believe that he was only kidding! «It will be caraculo!». 


"Young gentlemen, this morning you are taking flight," said the flight captain 
behind them. It's not going to be a long trip: they'll just go up about a thousand feet 
and then come down again after ten minutes in the air. Trust me, you'll see London 
like you've never seen it before! 

Deryn noticed that a small smile escaped her lips. 

Finally there was a chance to see the world from above again, just like from one of 
Pa's balloons. 

"For those of you who prefer not to, we'd be happy to 
fire them,” the flight captain finished. 

"Do any of you little scoundrels want to go?" the helmsman called from the end 
of the line. If so, then you must go now! Otherwise, it will go up to heaven! 


After a brief pause, another dozen boys walked out. This time they didn't run 


away screaming, they just scuttled off with their tails between their legs, huddled 
together, some with pale, frightened faces looking 
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surreptitiously back to where the vibrating, motionless monster was in the air 
looming over them. Deryn noted with pride that nearly half the volunteers had 
withdrawn. 

"Okay then." The flight captain paced down the line. 
Now that the Ludista Monkeys have cleared the way, who wants to go up first? 

Without a moment's hesitation, and without a moment's thought of what 
Jaspert had told her about not attracting attention, the last unpleasant feeling 
her nerves had brought on gone, Deryn Sharp stepped forward. 

-Please sir. | would fly. 


The well-fitting pilot's gear supported her, the contraption bobbing gently 
beneath the Jjellyfish's body. The leather straps passed under her arms and 
around her waist, then were attached to the curved seat from which she hung 
like a rider riding a saddle. Deryn was worried that the helmsman would find out 
her secret by holding her there, but Jaspert was right about one thing: she didn't 
have much to give away, either. 

“Just go up, boy,” the man said quietly. Enjoy the views and wait for us to pull 
you down. And most important of all, don't do anything that might upset the beast. 


"Yes, sir." He swallowed. 

"If you start to panic or think something is wrong, just throw this." She pressed 
a thick roll of yellow cloth to her hand, then tied one end around her wrist. And 
we'll get you down quickly and firmly. 

Deryn held him tight. 

-Don't worry. | will not have fear. 

"That's what they all say." He smiled and pressed in his other hand a rope 
that led to a pair of water bags attached like a harness to the creature's tentacles. 
But if you happen to do something really stupid, the Huxley might just take a 
nosedive. If you see the ground coming up too fast, just pull here. 


"This spills water and makes the beast lighter," Deryn said, nodding. 


It was just like the sandbags in Pa's balloons. 

"Very clever, boy," said the helmsman. But intelligence is no substitute for 
aerial sensitivity, that's what the Army is trying to tell you so you don't lose your 
knucklehead. Do you understand? 

"Yes, sir," Deryn said. 

He couldn't wait to get off the ground, the years he'd been without flying since 
Pa's accident suddenly weighed on his chest. 

The helmsman stepped back and blew briefly on his whistle. When he whistled the final note, the 
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Infantrymen released the Huxley's tentacles at once. 

As the airbeast rose, the straps that held it yanked hard, as if pulled upward 
by a giant net. An instant later, the sensation of ascension disappeared, as if it 
were the earth that fell away... 

Down on the ground, the line of boys looked up at her in undisguised 
astonishment. 

Jaspert was grinning like a goofball, and even the faces of the scientists 
showed discomfort brought on by fascination. Deryn felt great, soaring through 
the air at the center of everyone's attention, like an acrobat soaring off a swing. | 
wanted to tell everyone, “Hey you morons, | 

can fly and you can't! I am a natural aviator, in case you haven't noticed. 
And, to finish, | would like to add that | am a girl and that they can give you all 
black pudding!». 


«ASCENSION». 


The four fliers holding the winch released the cable quickly, and soon 
upturned faces blurred in the distance. He began to see larger geometries: the 
sinuous curves of an old cricket oval on the climbing ground, the road and rail 
network around the Scrubs, the wings of the prison pointing south like a huge 
tuning fork. 
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Deryn looked up to see the body of the jellyfish glowing in the light of the 
rising sun, its veins pulsing and arteries running through its translucent flesh like 
iridescent ivy. The tentacles swayed in the light breeze that blew around them, 
catching pollen and insects and sucking them into the stomach pouch above 
them. 

Of course, hydrogen respirators didn't actually breathe in hydrogen, but 
breathed it out: they burped it into their own pockets of gas. The bacteria in their 
stomachs broke down the food into pure elements: oxygen, carbon, and, most 
important, into elements lighter than the hydrogen in the air. 

It must be nauseating, Deryn supposed, hanging suspended from all those 
gassy dead insects. Or terrifying, strapped on by no more than a few leather 
straps and a quarter-mile drop to the ground, which meant a farewell to certain 
death. But she felt as imposing as an eagle in flight. 


The smoky silhouette of central London loomed to the east, divided by the 
twisting, slightly glowing snake of the River Thames. Soon he could make out 
the green expanse of Hyde Park and Kensington Gardens. It was like looking at 
a living map: buses crawled along the ground like worms, sailboats heaved as 
they tacked against the breeze. 

Then, just as the spire of St. Paul's Cathedral came into view, 

a shudder ran through the harness. 

Deryn pouted. Was his ten minutes up yet? 

He looked down, but the rope that fell to the ground hung slack. They weren't 
pulling her down yet. 

She felt the tug again, and Deryn saw some of the tentacles around her 
tighten tightly, coiling like ribbons when scratched with scissors. Slowly they were 
coming together again into a single strip. 

The Huxley was nervous. 

Deryn tried to rock this way and that, ignoring the majesty of London to search 
the horizon for whatever was scaring the aerobeast. 


Then he saw it: a shapeless mass in the north, a billow of clouds rolling 
across the sky. Their front line crept steadily forward, darkening the northern 
suburbs with rain. 

Deryn felt the hairs rise on her arms. 

He looked quickly down at the prison, wondering if the tiny fliers down there 
had also seen the storm front and were beginning to haul in rope. But the proving 
ground was still glowing in the early morning sunlight. From down there they 
probably only saw the clear sky 
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above them, as happy as on a picnic day . 

Deryn waved a hand. She didn't know if they saw her well enough. Although, 
maybe they would just think he was being silly. 

-Oh shit! she cursed and looked at the roll of yellow cloth tied to her wrist. 

A true reconnaissance lift vehicle would have to have signal flags or at least a 
homing lizard that could sprint down the rope. But all they had given him was a panic 
signal. 

And Deryn Sharp was not afraid! 

At least, he didn't think he did. 

The girl looked towards the darkness that hung in the sky, pondering if this was only 
the last remnant of the night that the sunlight had not yet driven away. What if it turned 
out that he had no aerial feeling and his height had gone to his head? 


Deryn closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and counted to ten. 

When he opened his eyes again, the clouds were still there, closer. 

The Huxley trembled again, and Deryn caught the scent of lightning in the air. The 
approaching squall was definitely real. The Manual of Aerology, after all, was right: "Red 
sky at dawn, the sea has to move." 

He looked again at the yellow rag. If the officers on the ground saw her unroll it, they 
would think she was terrified. Then he would have to explain to them that it had not been 
out of fear, but only a calm observation that bad weather was on the way. Perhaps they 
would praise her for making the right decision. 

But what if the squall changed course or faded into a drizzle before it reached the 
Scrubs? 

Deryn clenched her teeth, thinking about how long she would have been there. 
Weren't the ten minutes up yet? Or was it that his sense of time had been distorted in 
the vast, cold sky? 

His eyes flicked this way and that, from the rolled-up strip of cloth in his hand to the 
approaching storm, wondering what a boy would do. 
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FIVE 


When Prince Aleksandar woke up, his tongue was drenched in a cloying sweet taste. 
That foul taste overwhelmed all his other senses. He couldn't see or hear, or even 
think, it was as if his brain were soaked in sugary brine. 


Gradually, her head cleared. He smelled of kerosene and heard the sound of tree 
branches brushing against them outside as he passed. The world swayed dizzyingly 
around him, between hard, metallic limits. 

Then Alek began to remember: the midnight flying lesson, his teachers turning 
against him, and finally that sweet chemical smell that had knocked him out. He was 
still in the walker, heading away from home. 

All that had really happened... He had been kidnapped. 

At least he was still alive. Perhaps they were planning to hold a ransom for him. supposed 
that this was humiliating, but it was better than dying. 

His captors obviously didn't think Alek was a serious threat since they hadn't 
bothered to tie him up. Someone had even thought of putting a blanket between him 
and the rocking metal floor. 

Opening her eyes, she saw shifting patches of light, a web of swaying shadows 
cast by the vent. The walls were lined with neat shelves filled with explosives. The 
hissing of the pneumatic joints was louder than ever. It was in the abdomen of the 
Assault Walker, the firing point. 


-High King? said a nervous voice. 

Alek got up from the blanket and tried to see something in the dark. One of the 
crew sat up straight against the shelves, his eyes wide and alert. Traitor or not, this 
man had probably never been alone with a prince before. He didn't look much older 
than twenty. 

-Where we are? Alek asked, trying to use the commanding tone. 
inflexible that his father had taught him. 

"Well, | don't think | know exactly, Your Highness." 

Alek frowned, but the man was right. there wasn't much to see 
down there except through the sight on the 57mm gun. 

"So where are we headed?" 

The crewman swallowed, then reached a hand toward the communication hatch. 
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"I'm going to find Count Volger." 

"No," Alek stopped him, and the man didn't move. 

Aleksandar forced a smile. At least someone on that machine 
He remembered his position. 

-What is your name? 

The man saluted, 

"Corporal Bauer, sir." 

"It's okay, Bauer,” he said in a calm, even voice. | order you to let me go. | can't 
jump out the belly hatch while we're moving. 

You can follow me and help me get back home. I'll make sure my father rewards you. 
You will be a hero instead of a traitor. 

"Your father..." The man lowered his face. Very sorry. 

Like a long echo from a great distance, Alek's mind flashed back to what Count 
Volger had said when the chemical had been applied to him, something about his 
parents being dead. 

"No," he said again, but the commanding tone was gone. Suddenly it seemed that 
the metal confines of the walker's belly were crushingly small. In his own ears, Alek's 
voice now sounded cracked, like a child's. Please let me go. 


However, the man looked away, embarrassed, and reached out to tap on the hatch. 


"Your father made some preparations before leaving for Sarajevo." 
said Count Volger. In case the worst happened. 

Alex didn't answer. He was looking through the Assault Walker's visor from the 
commander's chair, watching the tops of the young hornbeams pass him. Next to him, 
Otto Klopp guided the machine with the perfect and safe movements of someone who 
is taking a walk. 

It was dawn and the horizon was turning blood red. They were still deep in the 
woods, heading west along a narrow carriage track. 


"He was a smart man," Klopp said. He knew that getting so close to Serbia could 
be dangerous. 


"But threats could not prevent the Archduke from doing his duty," Count Volger said. 


-Duty? Alek held his head, which still ached; he could still taste the chemicals in his 
mouth. But, my mother... He would never have taken her where there was danger. 


Count Volger sighed. 
—Your father was always happy when Princess Sofia could participate in 
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the affairs of state. 


Alex closed his eyes. It always hurt her father when Sofia was not allowed to 
be with him at official receptions. More punishment for loving a woman who had 
no royal blood. 

The idea that her parents were dead was absurd. 

"This is a trick to keep me still." You are all /ying! 

Nobody answered. The cabin echoed with the roar of Daimler engines and 
the scraping of branches against the camouflage mesh. Volger remained silent, 
his face thoughtful. The hand straps that hung from the ceiling for support 
swayed in time, to the rhythm of the walker's steps. Oddly enough, a part of 
Alek's mind could focus solely on Klopp's hands on the controls, marveling at his 
mastery of the machine. 

"The Serbs wouldn't dare kill my parents," Alek said quietly. 

"| have other suspects in mind," Volger said coldly. Those who want war to 
break out between the great powers. But now we don't have time to theorize, 
Aleksandar. Our main task is to keep you safe. 

Alek looked out through the visor again. Volger had addressed him simply by 
Aleksandar, without prefixing any title, as if he were a commoner. Though, 
somehow, the insult had lost its power. 

"The assassins attacked twice in the morning,” Volger said. Serbian students, 
barely older than you, first with bombs and then with guns. Both times they 
failed. Then last night there was a party in honor of your father and they toasted 
his bravery. However, the poison took effect on your parents at night. 


Alek imagined them lying on the bed next to each other, and the great 
emptiness inside him grew. But that story didn't make any sense. The assassins 
had to go after Alek, the son with half-royal blood, the son of a lady-in-waiting. 
Not for his father, whose blood was pure. 

"If they're really dead, then how does anyone care about me?" Now | am 
nobody! 

"Some may think otherwise." Count Volger crouched beside the command 
chair. She looked out the window, along with Alek, and said in a voice almost 
whispering, “The Emperor Franz Joseph is eighty-three years old. If you die 
soon, someone might notice you in these troubled times. 

"He hated my mother more than any of them." Alek closed his eyes again. 
The red-tinged forest outside was too gloomy to look at anymore. An uneven 
patch of ground made the cabin shake, as if the world in that space around the 
sun were unstable. | just want to go home. 

"Not until we are absolutely satisfied that it is safe, young lord." 
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Otto Klopp said. We promised your father. 

—And what do promises matter if he is... 

-Silence! Volger exclaimed. 

Aleksandar looked at him in surprise. He opened his mouth to protest, but the man's hand 
earl was holding his shoulder. 

"Stop the engines!" 

Professor Klopp slammed the Assault Walker to a halt, putting the Daimlers to rest with a 
muffled thud. The hiss of tires was heard around them. 


The sudden silence rang in Alek's ears. His body was still shaking from the echo of the 
walker's movement. Through the visor, the leaves on the trees did not move and there was 
not a breath of air blowing either. Nor did the birds sing, as if the whole forest had been 
surprised and silenced by the abrupt halt of the walker. 


Volger closed his eyes. 
Then Alek felt it. The slightest of tremors tore through the metal frame of the Assault 
Walker. It was the threat of something bigger, heavier. Something that made the earth shake. 


Count Volger rose to his feet and opened the top hatch. the light of dawn 
He entered the device when the man took half his body outside. 

Again there was a tremor. Through the visor, Alek saw the tremor sweep through the 
forest and the leaves stir in its awakening. That closed the pit of his stomach, like a glare from 
his father. 

“Your Highness,” Volger called, “if you wish, join me. 

Alek scrambled to his feet and rocked in the commander's chair, propelling himself out of 
the hatch. 

Outside, he squinted into the still-dawn sunlight; dawn had turned the sky a dark orange 
around them. The Assault Walker was slightly taller than the young hornbeams, and the 
horizon seemed vast after hours of peering through the visor alone. 


Volger pointed back the way they had come. 

“There are your enemies, Prince Aleksandar. 

Alek squinted up at the rising sun. The other machine was miles away, looming huge, 
twice as tall as the trees. Its six massive legs moved unhurriedly, but there were men scurrying 
like ants across the main deck, raising signal flags and manning the turrets. Along his flank 
were the letters of his name: "SMS Beowulf." 


Alek watched as a huge foot plant rose from the forest floor. 
A few long seconds later another tremor came, rippling through the trees. 
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around him and rising up the metal casing of the Assault Walker. As the second 
step fell, a distant treetop stirred and then vanished, crushed by the walker's 
giant stride. 

The red and black stripes of the Kaiser's ground army Jack waved on his 
upper deck, flapping in the breeze. 

"It's a German battleship," Alek said quietly. But aren't we yet 
in the Austro-Hungarian Empire? 

“Yes,” Volger said, “although all those who favor chaos and war are 
persecuting us now, Your Highness. Or is it that you still doubt me? 

But what if it's really a rescue mission? Alek thought. Perhaps her kidnappers 
had been lying to her, and Father and Mother were still alive. A wide search 
would have been deployed and the German Ground Army would be helping 
them! If not, why else would this monstrosity be allowed to pass onto Austrian 
soil? 

Then Alek saw the machine change direction and slowly turn to the side 
where the sun was rising. 

He raised his hand and waved it. 

-Here! I'm here! 


«El S.M.S. BEOWULF». 
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"They've seen us, Your Highness," Count Volger said quietly. 

Alek was still waving a hand when the first broadside salvo erupted, bright 
flashes billowing down the battleship's flank, puffs of cannon smoke growing and 
billowing in a thick veil around them. A few moments later the sound followed, 
rumbling thunder that erupted in sharp, piercing explosions in all directions. The 
treetops stirred around them and violent thuds rocked the walker, sending clouds 
of leaves flying through the air. 


Then Volger hauled him back into the cockpit and the engines roared again as 
they started. 

"Load the cannon!" Professor Klopp yelled at the men below. 

Alek was sitting in the commander's chair when the machine began to move. 
She tried to quickly fasten the seat belt, but a terrible thought came to her, 
immobilizing her fingers. 

"If they're trying to kill me, then it's all true." 

Count Volger crouched beside him, shouting to be heard over the noise of 
engines and cannon fire. 

"You have to steel yourself against this rudeness, Alek, since it shows 
that you are still a threat to the throne. 
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SIX 


The second volley of cannon shots fell closer; a stream of gravel and splinters of wood 
rattled the visor grille, sending the smallest pieces through it into the interior. 


Alek spat out sand. 

"Half vision!" exclaimed Professor Klopp, cursing. 

The two crewmen were below and Volger had climbed back up to look out the hatch, 
his legs dangling from the ceiling. 

Klopp looked at Alek apologetically. 

"Do me a favor, Your Highness." 

"Of course, Professor Klopp," Alek said. 

He unbuckled his belt and rose from the commander's chair. The cab was going from 
side to side and rocking, so he held on to straps that hung from the ceiling for balance. 


He tried to turn the visor crank, but it was stuck. Grasping it with both hands, Alek 
tightened his grip until the huge armored visor slid shut a few inches with difficulty. 


Another volley shook the ground below them and the walker staggered forward. Count 
Volger's riding boots flailed violently, striking Alek on the back of the head. 


"They can still see us!" Volger yelled from above. We are too tall! 

Professor Klopp twisted the levers on the walkers, causing the Assault Walker to 
crouch lower. Trees loomed in front of the visor, and the walker's clumsy gait made Volger's 
boots swing again. For a moment, Alek stared in astonishment as Klopp's hands 
manipulated the controls. | had never seen a walker shuffling forward, crouched like that. 


Of course, he would never have imagined that a Cyklope Assault Walker would have 
to hide from anything either. But against a battleship, this walker was practically a toy. 


Rising up and grunting, Alek managed to close the right visor to the 
half. When he was about to reach the other crank, Klopp exclaimed: 
—Young sir, the antenna! 
-Yes of course! The walker's radio antenna rose above the 
the trees, with the archducal banner waving in the breeze. 
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However, Alek had no idea how to lower it. He looked around the cabin and wished 
having paid more attention to the crew when | was learning to fly. 

Finally, he saw a winch next to the radio set. As he shot toward it, Volger's dangling 
boots caught him in the shoulder again. The winch spun wildly the moment Alek 
released it, and the antenna closed like a telescope inches from his ear. 


He was about to return to the commander's seat but then he saw that the left visor 
was still open. He reached across the wobbly cab and began to crank harder. 


Volger dropped into the cabin and closed the hatch above him, taking cover. 
of a sudden rain of earth and stones. 

"Now we're out of your sight." 

Another volley rumbled in the distance, followed by more explosions that shook the 
trees in front of them. Debris pummeled the walker, but the visor's louvers were now 
as tight as the teeth of a comb, and only the fine dust of the pulverized forest floor 
seeped through its louver. 


Alek felt a moment of satisfaction: he had done something useful. That had been 
his first real battle, when only a few hours ago he had been playing with tin soldiers. 
The rumble of explosions and the screeching of engines somehow filled the emptiness 
inside her. 

The Assault Walker was now creeping through the dense forest. Of course, any 
clear path would have been more clearly visible from Beowulf's watchtowers . 


Alek's heart was pounding as he slid back into the commander's chair and watched 
Klopp's hands on the forward controls. Looking at them, his long hours of piloting 
practice suddenly seemed trivial. 

All the time he had spent in the small boats had been a game of simulation, and this 
was real. 

Volger crouched between the chairs to face forward, his face smeared with sand 
and sweat. From a scratch above one eye, red blood glistened in the gloom of the 
closed cabin. 

‘| think | suggested a smaller tank, Professor Klopp. 

Klopp chuckled, still struggling to keep the walker crouched close to the ground. 


"Don't you appreciate the extra armor, Volger?" The last volley would have blown 
into the air to a smaller ship. 

The forest rumbled again, but the explosions came from quite far behind. 
them and to the right. By now, the battleship had lost sight of them. 
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"The sun was rising behind the Beowulf, so we headed west," Alek said. We should turn left. 
The pines and firs that grow to the south are much taller than these hornbeams. 


"Good memory, Your Highness," Professor Klopp said, adjusting course. 
Alek patted him on the shoulder. 
“You were right to pick an Assault Walker, Klopp. If not, we'd be dead by now. 


"You mean we'd be halfway to Switzerland by now," Volger said, managing to lend him an 
intonation as if it were a fencing lesson Alek couldn't quite understand. In the first place, in a small 
ship, half this size, or on horseback, they wouldn't have seen us. 


Alek stared at the earl, but before he could open his mouth he snapped. 
the intercom. 

"Loaded and ready, sir." 

Alek looked down at the cabin floor. 

“Those two would have been more useful up here. | don't think they can do much 
with this blowpipe against a battleship. 

“Certainly, Your Highness,” Klopp said. But the battleship has escorts, smaller ships that 
move below the height of the trees. We may get a burst of them sooner than we think. 


"Oh, maybe." Alek closed his mouth and swallowed. 


The heat of battle was beginning to fade, and the hands still held him. 
they trembled 


All he had done was close some cranks; the others had controlled everything important. The 
bruises Volger's boots had given him swinging still ached, a reminder of how Alek had mostly 
managed to get in the way. 


He leaned back in the commander's chair. As the simple overwhelming fear of being shot 
faded, the emptiness inside him came back to take over. 


Alek wished it was himself who was bleeding instead of Volger, at least it would distract him 
from the truth that was becoming more and more tangible. 
In his mind. 

"We're out of range," Klopp said. They don't have guns that go for about six miles. 


“They have strayed to hunt us down,” Volger said. He's waiting for his reconnaissance patrols 
to spot us. Then the battleship will immediately turn around to attack us again. 


Alek considered saying something, but found himself trapped in a silent panic, 
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with her vision clouded with tears. That attack had dispelled all his remaining doubts. 


His father was dead, his mother too. Both gone forever. 

His Serene Majesty, Prince Aleksandar of Hohenberg, was now alone. Most likely, 
he would never see his house again. The armed forces of two empires were searching 
for him, and he counted on one walker and four men to face them. 


Volger and Klopp were silent, and when Alek turned around, he saw the despair 
on their faces. He clenched the armrests of the commander's chair with his hands, 
trying to breathe. 

His father would have known what to say in this situation: a short, energetic 
speech, praising the men for their efforts, encouraging them to keep going. But Alek 
could only stare into the woods, blinking the tears from his eyes. 


If he didn't say something, that void would engulf him. 

A cannon blast exploded through the trees ahead of them, breaking through the 
screeching of engines. The walker twisted, changing course, and Count Volger 
scrambled to his feet again. 

‘Horse reconnaissance patrols, | think,’ said Professor Klopp. The Beowulf has 
stables. 

A hail of bullets rattled against the Assault Walker's visor, far more powerful than 
any blast of sand and stone. Alek imagined the metal shells tearing through the armor 
and hitting him, and his heart began to race again. 


That horrible emptiness eased a little. 

A huge crash shook the walker with a bouum, staggering him, and a plume of 
smoke billowed past the visor, filling the cabin with a suffocating stench. For a moment 
Alek thought they had been hit, but then an explosion responded from a distance, 
followed by the crack of splitting trees and the piercing neighing of horses. 


"That was us!" he murmured. The men in the lower compartment will have fired 
the walker's cannon. 

As the echo died away, Volger yelled, 

"Can you load a Spandau submachine gun, Alek?" 

Prince Aleksandar had no idea, but his hands were already moving lightly, 
unbuckling the seat belt. 
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SEVEN 


When the storm broke, they had just begun to reel in the rope holding Deryn. 


The men on the ground had noticed that the sky was clouding over. They ran back and 
forth across the field, securing the hangar tent with more stakes and ordering the recruits to 
take cover. Four men hauled the elevator winch, lowering Deryn steadily and rapidly. Another 
dozen men from the ground crew waited to hold on to the beast's tentacles when it had 
descended far enough. 


However, when the first gusts of rain began to fall, Deryn was still more than a hundred 
and fifty meters above the ground. The cold drops fell diagonally, hitting his feet even under 
the aerobeast's protection. The animal's tentacles coiled even tighter, and he wondered how 
long the jellyfish would endure the pounding before it released its hydrogen, sending her 
hurtling to the ground. 


“Calm down, little beast. They're already taking us down,” Deryn said softly. 

A strong gust pushed the jellyfish's air pocket and it billowed like the sail of a speeding 
ship. Deryn swayed, shaken by the force of the storm. His boy's panties were drenched in 
freezing rain instantly. 

Then the cable snapped taut, whipping the beast to the ground like a kite without enough 
string. It fell toward the houses and back gardens, toward the high walls of the prison. Just 
below Deryn people ran through the damp streets, shoulders hunched, oblivious to the 
monster above their heads. 


There was another gust of wind, forcing the Huxley so low that Deryn 
he could see the ribs of the umbrellas below. 

“Oh, little beast. This is not going well. 

The jellyfish swelled again, trying to regain altitude, and rose a dozen feet above the 
rooftops. The cable stretched against the wind for a moment, then came free. Deryn noticed 
that the shore crew were reeling them up a little higher, like a fisherman trying to keep a 
catch on a hook. 


But the extra cable they were giving them meant they would have to carry more weight, 


and besides, she and the Huxley were already heavier from the rain. Deryn could spill her 
ballast water, but if she let go, then she wouldn't care anymore. 
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there would be nothing left to break his fall if the beast panicked. 
The cable was now skimming across the prison roofs, hitting tiles and gutter 
pipes. Deryn saw it catch on one of the smoking chimneys and stared at it in fear. 


No wonder the ground crew were dropping more cable, since they were being led 
away from the prison. If a spark flew out of the funnel and hit the Huxley's air pocket, 
the hydrogen would ignite and the elevator would explode, a huge fireball, rain or no 
rain. 

The cable tugged at them again, sending the Huxley jolting. The creature started, 
coiled its tentacles tightly, and fell again. 

Deryn clung to the ballast rope through gritted teeth. It might survive a crash 
landing blown by the wind, but the tiled roofs and gated courtyards below would tear 
the creature to pieces. And all of that would be Deryn Sharp's fault, for not alerting 
the ground crew when she had the chance to. 


That required some aerial sensitivity. 
"All right, little beast," he called. | may have gotten you into this mess, but 
I'm going to get you out of it too. And now listen: this is not the time to be afraid. 
The creature made no promises, but Deryn tugged on the ballast ropes anyway. 
The bags were opened and the water they contained spilled into the storm. 


Slowly, the airbeast began to rise. 

The groundmen cheered her on, tightening the winch and thus furiously pulling 
the airbeast against the wind. The captain supervised them, shouting orders from the 
back of a four-wheel drive carriage. Tigresses looked miserable in the rain, like a pair 
of house cats under a faucet. 

With a few more turns of the capstan the jellyfish was already on the 
proving ground, safe and secure, away from the smoky prison chimneys. 

But then the wind changed direction. The airbeast swelled up again, arching ina 
semicircle toward the other end of the Scrubs. 

The Huxley gave a shriek that rose above the wind, like the horrible 
The sound of one of Dad's inner tubes leaking. 

- No, bug! Come on, we're almost safe! Deryn yelled. 

But the jellyfish had been shaken too often before. His gas bag was contracting, 


the tentacles coiling as tightly as a rattlesnake. 
Deryn Sharp smelled the hydrogen spilling into the air, a smell like bitter almonds. 


It was falling... But the wind still carried them, changing direction without any rhythm 
or reason. The airbeast was 
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being tossed around like a crumpled piece of paper, pulling Deryn after her. 


bowler hat attached to a piece of string could be blown away. 


At the other end of the cable, the ground crew were watching helplessly, the flight 
captain ducking his head as the cable looped sharply over his hair. If they tried to 
turn it around to get closer, they would pull the hoverbeast straight to the ground. 
Jaspert was running across the field toward her, cupping his hands over his mouth 
in the shape of a horn and yelling something at her... 


She caught the sound of his voice, but the words were carried away by the wind. 

Deryn's feet now dangled a few yards off the ground, which was rushing under 
her as if she were riding a horse. He took off his heavy, sodden jacket and tossed it 
overboard. 

The prison loomed up again as the Huxley sped forward. If they crashed into its 
walls at that speed, both she and the airbeast would be turned into a bloody smear. 


His fingers felt through the pilot's rigging, searching for a way to escape the 
harness. Deryn realized that she would have a better chance if she dropped down on him. 
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the muddy grass than bumping into a wall. And without his weight, the Huxley 
would rise into the air again. 

Of course, that asshole of a helmsman hadn't bothered to teach him how to 
unbuckle his harness. The leather straps were sodden with rain, cinched as tight 
as a duck's bottom. Clearly, the Army did not trust recruits who scrambled in a 
panic and might fall to their deaths. 

Then Deryn saw the knot above her head: it was the rope that tied the airbeast 
to the ground! She looked at the rope that stretched between her and the winch, it 
was about a hundred yards or so at the time. That rain-soaked strip of hemp had 
to weigh much more than a skinny, tiny girl and her wet clothes. If she could get 
the Huxley loose, maybe it would have enough hydrogen to carry her safely. 


But the ground was getting closer again and the shiny wet grass and puddles 
blurred just below their feet while the prison walls were still ahead. Reaching out a 
hand, Deryn felt the shape of the knot already becoming familiar... 


It was nothing more than an upside down mooring knot! He remembered that 
Jaspert had told him that the Air Force riggers used sailor's knots, the same ones 
he had tied a thousand times on Pa's balloons! 

As Deryn tried to free the wet rope from its knot, her boots touched the ground. 
to the ground with a thump that shook every bone, skidding across the wet grass. 
But the real danger was not above, but from the prison walls, which were 
coming closer. Deryn and the Huxley came within seconds of being crushed on 

that glistening expanse of wet stone. 

Finally, his fingers managed to push one end of the cable. The knot came 
undone and the rope twisted like a living thing, flaying her fingers as it slipped 
through the steel ring. 

As the weight of more than a hundred meters of wet rope fell, the hoverbeast 
took to the air, clearing the prison walls several yards away. 


Deryn caught her breath as a smoking chimney passed right under her feet. 
He imagined raindrops falling from his mouth to the coal hearths below, spitting 
smoke, and the sparks rising to ignite the raging mass of hydrogen overhead. 


But the wind blew away the sparks, just moments after the Huxley left the 
southernmost prison buildings behind. Climbing up, Deryn heard a guttural cheer 
from below. 

The men on the ground raised their arms in triumph. Jaspert was beaming, 
cupping his hands next to his face and yelling something that sounded 
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congratulations, as if telling her that she had done exactly what he had told her 
to do! 

"That was my crazy idea, Jaspert Sharp," she murmured, licking her rope- 
burned fingers. 

Of course she was still in the middle of a storm, tied to a nervous Huxley, 
both gliding through an area of London with very few suitable pieces of land. 


And besides, how was Deryn going to land this beast? He had no way to 
inflate hydrogen, he had no more ballast left in case the creature got spooked, 
and he had no idea if anyone had ever flown a Huxley without holding on and 
lived to tell about it. 

Still... at least he was flying. If | could get out of it with 
life, the scientists would have to admit that she had passed the test. 

Boy or not, Deryn Sharp had shown that he had a 
bombproof aerial sensitivity. 
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EIGHT 


The storm seemed strangely still. 

He remembered feeling that sensation when he was riding in Pa's hot-air 
balloons. Released from its tether, the jellyfish flew at exactly the same speed 
as the wind. The air seemed to be still and the earth turned below like a giant 
lathe. 

Dark clouds still billowed around her, so the Huxley made the occasional 
turn. But the worst were the flashes in the distance. A sure way to start flames 
in a hydrogen breather was to be struck by lightning. 

Deryn tried to distract herself by watching the city of London pass beneath her, 
with all the houses like matchboxes and winding streets and factories with their 
chimneys sealed. 

He remembered how Pa used to explain what London had looked like before 
old Darwin had worked his magic. A pall of coal smoke covered the entire city, 
along with a fog so thick that the streetlights even stayed on during the day. 
During the worst part of the steam age, there was so much soot and ash 
decorating the nearby countryside that even the butterflies had developed black 
spots on their wings for camouflage. 

But before Deryn was born, the huge engines had been replaced by 
manufactured beasts. Muscle and sinew replaced boilers and gears. 

Today the only chimney smoke came from the furnaces and not from the huge 
factories, and the storm had washed even that gloom from the air. 

Everywhere Deryn looked she saw fabs. Over Buckingham Palace, a flock of 
falcon bombers patrolled in a spiral formation, carrying nets that would slice the 
wings of any airplane that dared to get too close. Homing swallows crisscrossed 
the Square Mile, undeterred by bad weather. 


The streets were full of designed animals: hippopotamus and equine breeds, 
an elephantine pulling a sled full of bricks in the rain. The storm that had nearly 
killed her Huxley had barely slowed the city below her. 


Deryn would have liked to take her drawing pad with her, to capture the 
tangle of streets, beasts, and buildings below. At first she had started drawing 
one of Pa's balloons, trying to capture the wonders of flight. 

As the clouds gradually dissipated, the Huxley slid 
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by a beam of light and passed through it. Deryn stirred at the feel of his warmth and 
began to shake the water from her cold, sodden clothes. 

The houses below grew smaller and smaller, and the multitude of umbrella tops faded 
into the damp streets. As it dried, the Huxley rose. Deryn frowned. To descend in a 
balloon, hot air had to be let out from above. But the Huxleys were primitive lifts, designed 
to be worn on a tether at all times. 


Now what am I supposed to do, tell the beast to come down? 

-Hey! -shout-. You, the one above! 

The nearest tentacle curled up a bit, but nothing more. 

-Bug! | am talking to you! 

Anything. 

Deryn pouted. It hadn't been an hour since the Huxley had been so easily frightened! 
Maybe the screams of an angry girl meant next to nothing after a terrible storm. 


"You're a huge, fat face-ass!" he yelled, swinging his feet to shake off the pilot's gear. 
And l'm getting sick of your company! Get-me-down now! 


The tentacles uncoiled, like a cat stretching in the sun. 
"Just fantastic," she growled. I'll add rudeness to your flaws. 


Passing through another patch of sun, the jellyfish made a soft noise as if exhaling a 
sigh, expanding its bag to dry itself. 

Deryn noted that they were rising even higher. The girl grumbled, looking up at the 
blue sky that stretched out before her. Now he could see all the way to the Surrey farms. 
And then | would find the English Channel. 

For two long years, what Deryn had wanted most with all her soul was to fly again, 
just like when Pa was alive, and here she was now, left to fend for herself in the middle 
of the heavens. Maybe this was his punishment for acting like a boy, just like his mother 
had always warned him. 

The wind was constant and drove the beast towards France. 


It was going to be a long day. 


The Huxley noticed first. 

The pilot's rigging lurched under Deryn like a carriage passing by. 
a puddle. The jolt woke her with a nod and she looked up at the Huxley. 

"Are you bored?" 

The airbeast looked resplendent, the sun shining right on it, right through its iridescent 
skin. It was noon, so he had been in the air for more than six hours. The English Channel 
shone not far from 
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them, silhouetted against a perfect sky. They had left the gray clouds of London far 
behind. 

Deryn frowned and stretched. 

"Damn fantastic weather,” he grumbled. 

Her lips were chapped and her butt hurt very, very much. 

Then he saw the tentacles coil around him. 

"And now what happens?" he complained, although he would have appreciated even if a 
flock of birds would have attacked them as long as they had brought down the beast. 

A rough landing was better than hanging there until you died of thirst. 

Deryn peered at the horizon and saw nothing. Yet he felt a tremor in the leather 
straps of his pilot's gear and heard the hum of engines in the air. 


His eyes widened. 

A huge aerobeast was emerging from the gray clouds behind her. Its reflective top 
shimmered in the sunlight. 

The thing was gigantic, bigger than St. Paul's Cathedral, longer than the 
Dreadnought, an armored ocean liner Orion he'd seen on the Thames a week ago. 
The glowing cylinder was shaped like a zeppelin, but its flanks vibrated with the 
movement of its cilia, and the air around it teemed with bats and birds. 


The jellyfish made an unhappy hissing sound. 


"No, little beast, don't be nervous!" he said quietly. They have come to help us! 


At least Deryn thought so. But she hadn't expected that they'd send something so 
huge after her, to get her down. 

The airship moved closer until Deryn could make out the gondola dangling from 
the beast's belly. The letters, one foot high, under the windows of the bridge gradually 
came into view... Leviathan. He swallowed. 

—And boy are these friends famous as hell. 

The Leviathan had been the first of the large hydrogen breathers built to rival the 
Kaiser's zeppelins. A few larger beasts had been bred since then, but none of them 
had yet made the round-trip trip to India, breaking all German aerial records to date. 


Leviathan 's body was made of the life chains of a whale, but hundreds of other 
species were intricate in its design: countless creatures bound together like the springs 
of a chronometer. Flocks of manufactured birds swarmed around them: scouts, fighters, 
and predators for food. 

Deryn saw homing lizards and other beasts darting across her skin. 
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According to the Manual of Aerology, the great hydrogen breathers were 
modeled on the tiny islands of South America where Darwin had made his famous 


discoveries. Leviathan was not a single beast, but a vast web of life throughout its 


ever-changing balance . 

The noise of the drive engines changed inflection, raising the creature's bow 
slightly. The airbeast obeyed. The cilia that ran along its flanks rippled like a sea of 
wind-blown grass, and a host of tiny oars flicking backwards held the Leviathan to 
near motionlessness. 


SX 


"THE LEVIATHAN IS NEAR." 


The huge silhouette moved slowly above them, like a blur in the sky. His belly 
was full of gray specks that served as camouflage for night attacks. 


Under the sudden chill of the immense shadow, Deryn looked up in fascination. 


This vast, fantastic creature had really come to her rescue, her. 
The Huxley trembled again, wondering where the sun had gone. 
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"Quiet, little beast." He's just your older cousin. 

Deryn heard shouts above her and sensed movement. He saw a rope being thrown at 
him and it uncoiled at his side. This was followed by another, and then a dozen more, until 
Deryn found herself surrounded by a forest of swaying ropes. 


He reached for one, but the width of the aerobeast's gas bag put the ropes out of reach. 
Deryn swung the pilot's harness as she tried to get closer. 


His momentum caused the Huxley's tentacles to coil and cause a dizzying fall. 


-Oh! So now you really want to go upside down? -She complained-. Look 
you are useless! 

The ship's engines changed inflection again and the dangling lines reappeared, still out 
of reach. Then the motors above him began to grind, on-off, on-off, and the strings began to 
sway in rhythm with the sound. 


Surely there was a clever pilot up there. 

The ropes swayed and came closer with each thrust of the engines. 
Deryn stretched out an arm as far as she could... 

Finally his fingers got hold of the rope. He pulled the rope and tied it to the ring on his 
tackle, then frowned. 

Were they going to hoist her into the gondola? If they did, wouldn't that make the Huxley 
Will it end upside down? 

But the rope was still slack, and after a few moments a homing lizard swooped down to 
it. Its tiny webbed hands clung to the rope like a suction cup, as if it were the thin branch of 
a tree. The lizard's skin, a deep green color, seemed to glow in the shadows below the ship. 


The animal spoke with an affected accent, with a deep voice, strange in a little body like 
that. 

"Mr. Sharp, | presume." The lizard chuckled throatily. 

Stunned as she was, Deryn almost responded. Of course, the messenger lizard was 
just repeating what one of the ship's officers had told it. 

"Greetings from Leviathan, " he continued. We are very sorry for the delay. It was bad 
weather and all.” He made a noise like a man clearing his throat and Deryn half expected 
the lizard to raise its small fist to cover its mouth. But finally here we are. We'll take you to 
the back, of course: standard procedure. 

The lizard paused, and Deryn wondered what "back" meant. 

-Oh yeah. I've been told that you're just a recruit. Well done, your first flight and you're 
already lost. 
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Deryn rolled her eyes. First a bag of gas and guts full of insects had dragged her 
across half of England, and now she was listening to the impertinence of a bloody lizard! 


"| take it you don't know standard procedure?" Well, it's actually quite simple: we'll 
go down below you, then slowly climb up and put you on the dorsal winch. Any questions? 


The messenger lizard stared at her expectantly, blinking its beady eyes. 
black. 
"No questions, sir." l'm ready,” Deryn said, remembering to use his boyish voice. 


Of course, he wasn't about to admit that he didn't know what the word "back" meant. 

The messenger lizard didn't move, just blinked again. 

"So... standard procedure is?" she added. 

The lizard waited another moment, but when he saw Deryn say nothing more, he 
turned and ran up the rope to repeat his words to whoever was at the other end. 


A minute later, they hauled up the other ropes, but loosened the one attached to the 
pilot's gear even further. It fell in a loop until it was almost out of sight, at least there was 
a quarter of a mile of rope or so it seemed. 

Then the aircraft's idle engines were fired up again. 

The huge shadow pushed back against the wind so that the sun blazed from behind 
its nose, nearly blinding Deryn. The aircraft went down as it released hydrogen with a 
sound like running water and descended steadily until the officers at the bridge windows 
were perfectly level with them but twenty yards away. 


One of them smiled and greeted her energetically. Deryn returned the greeting. 

The Leviathan dropped even lower and the Huxley whimpered a bit as a huge 
The eye caught up with him and approached him. 

"Don't cause me any more trouble," Deryn murmured. 

She watched with enthusiasm, noticing how the gigantic harnesses of the airship 
wrapped around her entire body, holding the gondolas immobile in place. The harness 
straps were connected to a web of ropes like the rigging of a sailboat. Strange six-legged 
beasts climbed with the crew up the ropes, sniffing at the airbeast's skin. Those must be 
the hydrogen tracers he had read about, slithering across the membrane looking for 
leaks. 


As the Leviathan's vast silver mass slid under her, Deryn saw that the other end of 
her rope was now attached to a winch on the creature's back. 
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So "bib" was just an Army way of calling "butt." 

The winch was small and aluminum, made as light as possible, like everything else on a dirigible. 
Two men were turning his crank, pulling rather quickly on the tightrope. Soon Deryn and her nervous 
Huxley were descending toward the silver rear of the Leviathan. 


A few minutes later, half a dozen crew members grabbed the jellyfish's tentacles and pulled it 
down. Deryn found herself free of the pilot's gear, wobbling on her numb legs atop the wet, spongy 
surface of the Leviathan's swollen skin. 


"Welcome aboard, Mr. Sharp," said the young commanding officer. 
Deryn tried to sit up, but pain gripped her spine. 
She twisted her toes inside Jaspert's boots, trying to make the tingling in her feet go away. 


"Thank you, sir," he managed to say. 

-He is okay? the officer asked. 

-Yes sir. Just a little numbness in my, um, lats. 

The officer laughed. 

"A long flight, right?” 

-Yes sir. A little.” She timidly returned the greeting. 

At least the officer was smiling. The entire crew seemed quite content as they checked out the 
jellyfish. Deryn guessed they weren't called in often to rescue recruits in the air. 


A man dressed in a helmsman's uniform patted him on the back. 

“Your Huxley is in fine shape, after a storm like this. Must 
have a hand for beasts, Mr. Sharp. 

"Thank you, sir," she replied. 

The men who were manipulating the winch were taking the 
Huxley back, towing him into flight into Leviathan's wake. 

"Not many cadets get to enjoy their first day flying," the officer said. 

‘I'm not exactly a cadet, sir. | haven't passed the tests yet.” Deryn glanced anxiously over the top, 
praying that they would let her explore the ship while they took her back to the Scrubs. He could walk 
again in just a few more minutes... 


The helmsman laughed. 


"Solving some aeronautical problems surely won't be too difficult for you after you've been free 
flying in a balloon with a Huxley." And with all this trouble brewing | guess the Army will be recruiting 


some more guys by now. 


Deryn frowned. 
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"Trouble, sir?" 

The officer agreed. 

-Oh yeah. | guess you haven't heard yet. Last night an Austrian duke and duchess 
were assassinated. Most likely, there will be riots on the mainland. 


Deryn parpadeo. 

-l'm sorry Mr. | don't understand. 

The officer shrugged. 

‘I'm not sure what this has to do with Great Britain, but we're on alert. Now that 
we've rescued him, we must head straight for France in case the clankers try to start 
something.” He smiled. | hope you will stay with us for a few days and that this will not 
be a bother for you. 

Deryn's eyes widened. As feeling returned to her legs, she could feel the rumble 
of the engines on the airbeast's skin. Leviathan's silver flanks trailed down its spine, 
stretching into the distance to infinity. The sky looked huge in every direction. 


"A few days," the man had just said, hundreds more hours in that sky 


perfect. Deryn waved again, trying to hide her smile. 
-No sir. It's not a bother. 
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NINE 


Alek woke to the rattle of Morse code. 

As he stretched, the wood creaked and a musty smell filled his nostrils. Dust swirled 
in the darts of sunlight that filtered through the half-rotted walls. He sat up and blinked 
at the pile of hay that covered 
their clothes. 

Prince Aleksandar had never slept in a barn. Of course, those 
last two weeks he had done a lot of new things. 

Klopp, Bauer and chief engineer Hoffman were snoring not far from him. 

The walker was crouched in the barn, in the dark. His head almost reached the roof of 
the hayfield. Last night Alek had maneuvered the machine into it and pushed it halfway 
up in the dark to fit inside. 

Somewhat tricky driving. 

Morse code rattled again through the walker's open visor. 

Count Volger, of course. It seemed that the man was allergic to sleep. 

The space left between the roof of the hayfield and the walker's head was 
barely the length of a sword, an easy jump. 

Alek landed softly. His bare feet made no sound on the metal armor. He dropped 
over the edge to look through the viewfinder. Volger sat staring into the distance in the 
commander's chair, a wireless headset pressed against his head. 


Slowly and silently, Alek lowered one foot and rested it on the edge of the 

visor. "Be careful not to fall, Your Highness." 

Alek sighed, wondering if he would ever get away from his teacher. 
fencing. He entered through the visor and dropped into the pilot's seat. 

"Do you never sleep, count?" 

"No, with this ruckus." Volger looked out into the hayfield. 

"You mean the snoring?" Alex frowned. 

He had grown accustomed to sleeping among the noises of men and machines, but 
for some reason the simple rattling of dots and dashes from the radio had woken him. 
Two weeks of constant running had altered his senses. 

-Something about us? 

Volger shrugged. 

"They've changed the codes again." But there are more conversations than ever. He 
army is preparing for war. 
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"Maybe they've forgotten me," Alek said. 

For the first few days, land battleships had been trailing them in all directions with a 
multitude of lookout posts on their upper decks. But lately the fugitives had seen only the 
occasional airplane flying overhead. 


"They haven't forgotten about you, Your Highness,” Volger said flatly. It just so happens 
that Serbia represents an easy target. 

"Unfortunately for them," Alek said quietly. 

“Fortune has nothing to do with it. The Empire has wanted a war with Serbia for years. 
The rest is an excuse,” Volger muttered. 

"An excuse?" Alek said, feeling the fury rise inside him as he imagined the faces of his 
murdered parents. 

Though he couldn't argue with Volger's logic. After all, the pursuing battleships were 
German and Austrian. His family had been destroyed by old friends, not by a gang of hapless 
Serbian students. 

"But my father always fought for peace," Alek added. 

"And now he can't fight anymore." Ready, right? 

Alex shook his head. 

“It terrifies me, Volger. Sometimes | think he admires the people behind this. 

“His plans have a certain elegance: assassinate a peacemaker to start a war. However, 
they have made a very serious mistake.” The man turned and looked at him. They have left 
you alive. 

"| don't matter anymore, not at all." 

Volger turned off the radio and the cabin fell silent. The chirping of the birds filtered 
through the rafters of the barn. 

“You matter more than anyone suspects, Aleksandar. 

-As? | have no parents, no royal titles.” Alek looked down at the stolen farm clothes he 
was wearing and covered in hay. | haven't had a good bath in two weeks. 


"No, of course." Volger wrinkled his nose. But your father prepared 
detailed plans in anticipation of the imminent war breaking out. 

"What do you mean?" 

"When we get to Switzerland, I'll explain it to you." Volger switched the radio back on. But 
this will not be possible unless we can buy fuel and spare parts tomorrow. Go wake the men. 


Alex raised an eyebrow. 

"Did you just give me an order, Count?" 

"Go wake the men, if you please, Your Serene Majesty." 

"I know that you are being insolent with me only to distract me from your 
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little secret, count. But this doesn't make it any less annoying. 

Volger chuckled. 

-| don't think so. But I still can't reveal my secret. | promised your father 
that he would wait for the right moment. 

Alex clenched his fists. He was already starting to get tired of being treated that 
way, Volger never explained the plans to him until the last moment. Perhaps the 
day his parents died he was still a child, but not anymore. 

Over the last two weeks he had learned how to build a fire, how to change the 
glow plugs in the engines, how to chart his nightly progress toward Switzerland with 
a sextant and the stars. He could make the Assault Walker duck under bridges and 
into barns, plus he could disassemble and clean Spandau submachine guns as 
easily as washing his own clothes, another thing he had learned to do. Hoffman had 
even taught her some cooking, boiling cured meat to soften it, adding vegetables 
they picked while trampling the occasional field of some hapless farmer. 


But more important, Alek had learned to contain his despair. She hadn't cried 
since that first day, not once. His suffering was hidden, locked in a corner of his 
interior. Only that horrible feeling of emptiness appeared when he was alone on 
watch while the others slept. 


And even then, Alek practiced the art of holding back his tears inside. 

"I'm not a child anymore," he said. 

"| Know." Volger softened his voice. But your father asked me to wait, Alek, and 
| try to honor his wishes. Go wake the men and after breakfast I'll give you a fencing 
lesson. You need to exercise your reflexes to drive this afternoon. 


Alek looked at Volger for a moment, then finally nodded. 
He felt the need to hold a sword in his hand. 


"On guard, please." 
Alek raised his saber and went on guard. Volger walked slowly in a circle around 
him, inspecting Alek's position for what seemed like a long minute. 


"More weight on the back foot," the man finally said. Otherwise acceptable. 


Alek shifted his weight as his muscles began to seize up. The long days spent 
in the cabin had taken his form. 
That lesson was going to hurt. Pain was always Count Volger's goal, of course. 
When Alek started his training at the age of ten, he thought fencing would be 
exciting. But his first lessons had 
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consisted of lying motionless like that for hours, with Volger taunting him every 
time his outstretched arm began to shake. At least now, at fifteen, he was allowed 
to cross swords. 

Volger was also on his guard. 

"Slowly at first. Let's see how you parry,” he said, and began to attack, calling 
out the names of defensive moves as he pounced on him. 

"Tierce... tiere again. " Now prime. Awful, Alex. Your blade is too low! Two in 
third. Now move back to cover. Now quarter. just awful. Again... 


The earl's attacks continued, but his voice trailed off, trusting Alek to pick his 
own parries. The swords flashed and their feet, dragging on the floor, stirred up 
the dust that danced in the rays of light that crossed the entire barn. 


He felt strange fencing in farmer's clothes, with no servants around him ready 
to bring him water and towels. Instead, there were mice running underfoot, and 
the gigantic walker watched them like a steel war god. Every five minutes Count 
Volger would shout out loud and look at the machine, as if hoping to find in its 
stoic silence the patience to endure Alek's clumsy technique. 


Then he sighed and said, 

"Again... 

Alek noticed that as they fought he became more and more focused. Unlike 
indoor fencing at home, there were no mirrors on the walls, and Klopp and the 
other men were too busy checking the walker's engines to watch them. There 
were no distractions, just the sharp sound of clanging metal and shuffling feet. 
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"PRACTICE". 


As the training grew in intensity, Alek realized that they hadn't put on their masks yet. She 
had always begged to fight without protection, but her parents had never allowed her to. 


"Why Serbia?" asked Volger suddenly. 

Alex dropped his guard. 

"How do you say?" 

Volger brushed away Alek's half-prepared parry and touched his wrist. 
-What the hell? Alek exclaimed, rubbing his hand. 

The edge of the sport saber was blunt, but it could still bruise if it hit the 


meat. 


“Don't let your guard down until the other man does, His Highness. No, in times of war. 


"But if you just asked me..." Alek began, then sighed and looked up. 
the sword again. Very good. Carry on. 

The earl started with another round of blows, driving Alek back. Under saber rules, any 
contact with the opponent's sword ended a legal attack. But Volger bypassed all the stops, using 


brute force to win. 
ground. 
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"Why Serbia?" the earl repeated, shoving Alek toward the far wall of the barn. 


"Because the Serbs are allies of Russia!" Alex exclaimed. 

"Of course." Volger suddenly stopped his attack, turning his back on him and 
moving away-. The ancient alliance of the Slavic peoples. 

Alex blinked. Sweat came into his eyes and his heart raced. 

Volger resumed his position in the center of the barn. 

"On guard, sir." 

Alek cautiously approached, sword raised. Volger attacked again, again ignoring 
the priority rules. Alek realized that this wasn't fencing, it was more like... sword combat. 
He tried to focus more, to let his awareness stretch the length of his saber. Like the 
Assault Walker, the steel shard became an extension of his 


body. 

"And who has established the closest alliances with Russia?" —Volger 
he asked, not even showing a sign of exhaustion. 

“Britain,” Alek said. 

"| don't think so." Volger's blade slipped past Alek's guard, slamming into his right 
arm. 

"Ow!" Alek dropped his guard and rubbed at the wound. By God, Volger! | 
is he teaching fencing or diplomacy? 

Volger smiled. 

"You seem to need instruction in both disciplines." 

"But if the commanders of the British army met with the Russians last year! 
past! Father said that left the Germans brutally worried. 

“That wasn't an alliance, Alek. Not yet. 

Volger raised his sword. 

"So who's allied with Russia, then?" 

"France, | guess." Alek swallowed. They have a treaty, right? 

"Correct." Volger paused. The point of his sword traced a pattern in the air, then he 
grimaced. Raise your sword, Alek. | will not warn you again, nor will your enemies. 


Alek sighed and went on guard. Realizing she was holding the saber too tightly, she 
forced her hand to relax. Did Volger think those distractions were useful? 


“Focus on my eyes. Not at the tip of my sword,” Volger said. 
“Speaking of eyes, we don't wear masks. 

—In war there are no masks. 

"There aren't many sword fights in wars either!" Not lately. 
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Volger raised an eyebrow at that and Alek felt a moment of triumph. Both could also 
participate in the game of bothering the other. 

The man lunged at him and Alek parried him, countering for once. The edge of his 
saber missed Volger's arm by a hair's breadth. 

He stepped back and covered himself. 

"Then let's go over it," Volger said, his sword still flashing. 
Austria wants revenge on Serbia. So what happens? To protect Serbia, Russia declares 
war on Austria. 

As Alek chatted, his mind managed to stay focused on saber combat. It was strangely 
liberating not to wear a mask. He had known German officers from military schools where 


protection was considered cowardly. Their faces were crisscrossed with scars like cruel 
smiles. 

-And then? Volgar said. 

“Germany protects clanker honor by declaring war on Russia. 

Volger went down on Alek's knee, an illegal target. 

-And then? 

—France enforces its treaty with Russia and declares war on Germany. 

-And then? 

-Who knows? Alek yelled, smashing Volger's saber. He realized that he had lost his 
footing and most of his body was exposed. 

He turned around to correct him. Britain will try to go to war somehow. Darwinists against 
clankers. 

Volger lunged forward and his saber spun, wrapping around Alek's like a snake yanking 
him out of his hand. Metal flashed as the sword flew through the barn and struck the half- 
rotted wall with a loud thump. The earl took a few steps forward and raised his saber to 
Alek's neck. 


"And what can we take from this lesson, Your Highness?" 

Alek stared at the man. 

"We can conclude, Count Volger, that discussing politics while practicing 
fencing is idiotic. 

Volger smiled. 

"For most people, maybe." But some of us are born without a choice. The game of 
nations is your birthright, Alek. Politics is part of everything you do. 


Alek pushed Volger's saber away. Without a sword in his hand he suddenly felt numb 
and exhausted and had no strength left to argue the obvious. His birth had shaken the 
Austro-Hungarian throne, and now the death of his parents had upset the delicate balance 
of Europe. 
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"So this war is my responsibility," he said bitterly. 

"No, Alex. The clanker and Darwinian powers would have found an excuse 
to fight sooner or later. But maybe you can still leave your mark. 

-As? Alex asked. 

The count then did something strange. He picked up his own saber by the blade and handed it to him. 
he handed over to Alek, by the hilt, as if offering it to a victor. 

"We'll see, Alex." We'll see. 
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TEN 


He moved the walker levers gently to either side and felt the Assault Walker's 
right foot shift. 

"That's it," said Otto Klopp. Now slowly. 

Alek gently nudged the controls again and the walker slid a little further 
forward. It was frustrating to maneuver in such a tight space. 
A single blow from the walker's shoulder could send the entire rotten barn 
crashing down around him. At least all those gauges and levers had started to 
make some sense. A little more pressure on the knees would help... 


One more smooth movement would have done it: the visor was lined up with 
a gaping hole in the barn wall. The last rays of the afternoon sun shone on the 
cabin and the fields stretched out before them. A combine rumbled in the distance 
moving on twelve legs with a dozen farmers and a four-legged truck trailing 
behind to collect the bundled grain. 

Count Volger put a hand on Alek's shoulder. 

"Wait until they're out of sight." 

"Well, obviously,” Alek said. 

With his bruises still aching, he had enough advice from Count Volger for one 
day. 

The combine inched its way across the field and finally disappeared behind 
a gentle hill. A few workers trailed behind, like black dots on the horizon. Alek 
soon lost them in the distance, but still he waited. 

Finally, Bauer's voice came over the intercom: “Last 

one's gone, sir. 

Corporal Bauer had the rare visual range of an expert gunner. Two weeks 
earlier he was about to command his own machine. Chief Hoffman had been the 
best engineer in the Hausburg Guards. But now those two men were only 
fugitives. 
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Alek had slowly come to understand all that had been left behind for him: their ranks, 
their families, and their future. If they were captured, they would be hanged as deserters. 
Prince Aleksandar would disappear more quietly, of course, for the good of the 
Empire. The last thing a nation at war needed was the uncertainty of who really 
was the heir to the throne. 

He moved the walker toward the open barn doors, using the gait Klopp had 
taught him where the machine shuffled. That step erased the huge footprints of 
the machine and any other sign that someone had been hiding there. 


"Ready for your first race, young lord?" Klop asked. 

Alek nodded, flexing his fingers. | was nervous but happy to be driving during 
the day for the first time, instead of in the dead of night. And actually, the falls 
from the walkers weren't that bad either. All of them would probably get hit and 
bruised, but Professor Klopp could get the machine back on its feet. 

As the engines gained more momentum, the smell of her exhaust mingled 
with that of dust and hay. Alek gently moved the machine's controls and it moved 
forward. As the walker pushed through the doors and out into the open, the wood 
creaked. 

"You did it like a charm, young lord!" Klop said. 

There was no time to reply. Now they were in the open. Alek brought the 
Assault Walker to its full height and its engines to full carb. 

It propelled it forward, the metal legs getting longer and longer with each step 
they took. Then came the moment when the step became a run: with both feet in 
the air at the same time, the cabin shook with each impact with the ground. 

Alek listened as the rye cracked underfoot. The walker's trail could easily be 
seen from an airplane, but at night the 
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harvester would come back and erase all the huge footprints. 

Alek kept his gaze on his target: a riverbed whose banks were dotted with 
trees to take cover. That was the fastest time he had ever traveled, faster than 
any horse, even faster than the express train to Berlin. Each thirty-foot step 
seemed to last a few endless seconds, graceful considering the vast scale of the 
machine. That hectic pace was fantastic, after spending long nights crawling 
through the woods. 

But as the riverbed drew closer, Alek began to think that the walker might be 
moving too fast. How was he supposed to stop the machine? 


He pushed back the controls a bit and suddenly everything started to go 
wrong. The right foot came down too soon... and the machine began to lurch forward. 
Then Alek lowered his left leg, but the walker's momentum carried it forward. He 
was forced to take another step, like a drunk lopsided, unable to stop. 


“Young lord...” Otto began. 

"Catch it!" Alex yelled. 

Klopp grabbed the controls and spun the walker around, extending one leg 
and tipping the entire craft backwards. The pilot's chair soun around and Volger 
spun wildly hanging from the hand straps above their heads, but somehow Klopp 
remained glued to the controls. The Assault Walker skidded, one leg stretched 
out in front, its front foot tearing hard into the ground and hay stalks. Dust billowed 
into the cabin and Alek could make out the river bed hurtling towards them. 


The machine gradually slowed, a last little push straightened it up, and... then 
it was standing on two legs, hidden among the trees, its huge feet stuck in the 
stream. 

Alek watched as dust and shredded hay swirled in front of the viewfinder. A 
moment later her hands began to shake. 

"Well done, young lord!" Klopp said, patting him on the back. 

—But we almost fell! 

"Of course, you almost made it!" Klopp laughed. everyone will 
he falls the first time he tries to run. 

"Everyone what?" 

“Everybody falls down. But you've done the right thing and let me 
I'll take care of the controls on time. 

Volger brushed a few shoots of hay from his jacket. 

—lIt seems that humility was a rather annoying point of today's lesson. 
Along with making sure we look like true commoners. 
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-Modesty? Alek clenched his fists. Does that mean you knew | was going to fall? 


"Of course,” Klopp said. As | told you, everyone falls the first time. But you have 
delivered the controls to me on time. That too is a lesson! 


Alek pouted. Klopp was happily smiling at him, as if Alek had just done a somersault 
on a six-legged box cutter. He wasn't sure if he should laugh or give the man a good 
beating. 

He sat up to try to cough up the dust that was still in his lungs and then get back to 
the controls. The Assault Walker responded normally. It seemed that nothing else 
important, apart from his pride, had been damaged. 

"You have done better than | expected," said Klopp. Especially with how unstable 
Our upper part is. 

-Unstable? Alex asked. 

"Ah, well." Klopp looked at Volger sheepishly. | think not really. 

Count Volger sighed. 

Go ahead, Klopp. If we have to teach His Highness to do stunts with the 
walker, | suppose it will help to show you the extra load we carry. 

Klopp nodded with a mischievous smile on his face. He got up from the seat 
commander and knelt by a small trapdoor in the floor. 

"Will you give me a hand, young lord?" 

Already a little curious, Alek knelt beside her and together they unscrewed the 
bolts. The panel clicked open and Alek blinked. Instead of cables and springs, the 
overture revealed neat rectangles of dull-gloss metal, each engraved with the initials 
of the Hausburg seal. 

-Is or are...? 

"Gold bars," said Klopp cheerfully. A dozen. In total almost a quarter of a ton! 


"By the nails of Christ!" Alek snapped with a snort. 
"It's the contents of your father's safe," Count Volger said. 
It was entrusted to us as part of your inheritance. We will not lack money. 
"| guess not." Alek sat down again. So this is your little one 
secret, count? | must admit that | am impressed. 
"This is just an afterthought." Volger gestured with his hand. 
hand and Klopp began to seal the panel again. The real secret is in Switzerland. 
"A quarter ton of gold, an afterthought. " Alek looked at the earl. 
Are you serious? 
Count Volger raised an eyebrow. 
"I'm always serious. Let's go? 
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Alek returned to the pilot's seat, intrigued as to what other surprises he had in store for him. 
reserved the count. 

Alek led them downriver to Lienz, the nearest town, which had a machine shop. The walker 
was in dire need of kerosene and spare parts, and with a dozen gold bars they could buy the 
entire city if necessary. However, the difficult part was not giving himself away. A Cyklope 
Assault Walker was a pretty flashy way to travel. 


Alek kept the machine between the trees along the riverbank. In the dim light of fading 
evening, they could sneak up close enough to reach the city on foot in the morning. 


It was strange to Alek to think that in the morning, for the first time in two weeks, he would 
see other people. Not just those four men, but a whole city full of commoners, none of whom 
would even notice a prince walking among them. 


He coughed again and looked at his dusty disguise of farmer's clothes. Volger was right, 
now he was as dirty as a peasant. No one was going to think it was someone special. And even 
less a boy with a great fortune in gold. Klopp, who was next to him, was equally grubby but still 
sporting a smirk. 


in your face. 
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ONCE 


Although Mr. Rigby had told her not to, Deryn Sharp looked down. 


About three hundred meters below, the sea was moving. Huge waves rolled 
across its surface, the wind raising white foam from their moonlit crests. And yet, 
there, hanging on the Leviathan's flank in the dark, the wind was still. It was just 
like in the airflow diagrams, a layer of calm wrapped around the huge little beast. 


Calm or not, Deryn's fingers tightened on the rigging as she looked out to 
sea. What was down there looked cold and damp. And, as Mr. Rigby had pointed 
out many times over the last fortnight, the surface of the water is rock hard if you 
fall fast. 

The tiny cilia vibrated and rippled along the strings, tickling her fingers. Deryn 
released one hand and pressed her palm against the warmth of the beast. The 
membrane had a smooth, healthy feel, with no hydrogen leaks escaping from it. 


"Resting, Mr. Sharp?" Rigby asked. We're only halfway up. 


"| was listening, sir," she replied. 

The older officers said that the hum of the membrane can tell you everything 
about a dirigible. Leviathan 's skin vibrated with the drumming of the engines, the 
shuffling of the ballast lizards within, and even the voices of the crew around her. 


"You mean /oafing around," shouted the boatswain. This is an exercise in 
combat! Start climbing, Mr. Sharp! 

-Yes sir! she replied, though there was little point in rushing. 

The other five cadets were still behind her. They were the ones lounging 
around, stopping to clip their safety harnesses to the rope rungs every few feet. 
Deryn climbed untethered, like the riggers of old, except now she dangled from 
the bottom of the airbeast. 

The ventral part , the opposite of the dorsal, was corrected. The Armed Forces 
hated ordinary language. The walls were in his slang "bulkheads", the dining 
room a "canteen" and the climbing ropes were "flechastes or cordeles". The Army 
even had different words for "left" and "right," which she thought was going a bit 
far. 
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Deryn hooked the heel of her boot on the strings and pulled herself up again, 
the heavy bag of food slung over her shoulder, sweat trickling down her back. His 
arms were not as strong as those of the other cadets, but he had learned to climb 
using his legs. And maybe he had been resting, but only for a moment. 


A messenger lizard darted past her, its sucker feet tugging at the membrane 
like fingers trapped in candy. He didn't stop to squawk orders to the unassuming 
cadets, but moved quickly up the back. 

The entire ship was on combat alert, the arrows swaying with the crew marching at 
a brisk pace and the night air full of manufactured birds. 

In the distance, Deryn could make out lights silhouetted against the dark sea. 
HMS Gorgon was a Royal Navy vessel, a small kraken craft that was tasked with 
towing the target that night. 

Mr. Rigby must have seen it too because he yelled, 

"Move, you morons!" The bats are waiting for their breakfast! 

Deryn clenched her teeth, reached for the next string: This is 
a arrow, imbecile!», and pulled as hard as he could. 


The cadet test, of course, had been easy. 

Army regulations said the test was supposed to be done on land, but Deryn 
had shamelessly begged to be a temporary cadet on the ship. By their third day 
aboard Leviathan, the ship's officers had softened. Even the surly bosun, Mr. 
Rigby, had shown a faint hint of admiration. 


Since passing the test, however, Deryn's sufficiency had diluted a bit. 
bit. It turned out that he did not know everything about aircraft. | mean, not yet. 

Every day the boatswain called all the young Leviathan cadets to the ship's 
wardroom for lessons. Mainly it was lectures on the art of aviation, on navigation, 
fuel consumption, weather forecasting, and endless knots and whistle tones of 
commands they had to learn. 

They sketched the anatomy of the aircraft so often that Deryn knew its innards as 
well as the streets of Glasgow. On lucky days, the lessons were Military History: 
Nelson's battles, Fisher's theories, airbeast tactics against surface ships and 
ground forces. Some days they featured tabletop battles against the Kaiser's 
lifeless zeppelins and airplanes. 


But Deryn's favorite classes were when the scientists explained Natural 
Philosophy. How old Darwin had figured out how to weave new species out of old 
ones, extracting the tiny strands, chains of life, and stringing them together under 
a microscope. How evolution had squeezed 
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a copy of Deryn's own chain of life in each and every cell of her body. How a 
large number of beasts were part of the Leviathan (from the microscopic bacteria 
that expelled hydrogen in its belly to the enormous caparisoned whale). How the 
creatures in the airship, like the rest of nature, were always fighting each other 

in a complicated and intricate balance. 

The boatswain's lessons were merely a fraction of what she had to absorb 
on the roof. Every time another ship flew past, the cadets flocked to the signal 
board to read the messages strung out on the distant fluttering flags. Six words 
per minute without an error, or else long hours were spent performing tasks in 
the gastric regions. Every hour they practiced checking Leviathan's altitude , 
firing an air pistol and timing the echo from the sea or dropping a glittering bottle 
of phosphorescent algae and timing how long it took to crash. Deryn had learned 
to recognize in a jiffy how many seconds it took for an object to plummet from 
any distance, from a hundred feet to two miles. But the strangest thing was that 
he was doing everything as if he were a boy. 


Jaspert was right: her tits weren't the biggest complication. The water was 
heavy, therefore in an aircraft they bathed with rags and a bucket. And the 
lavatories aboard Leviathan (“latrines” in Army jargon) were in the dark gastric 
canal, which expelled excrement and turned it into ballast and hydrogen. So 
hiding her girlish body was easy... It was her brain that had to change. 

Deryn had always thought he was a little young already, growing up between 
Jaspert's bravado and Pa's balloon training. But living with other cadets was 
more than just fighting and trying to tie knots, it was like joining a pack of dogs. . 
They shoved and punched each other for the best seats at the cadet canteen 
table. They insulted and mocked the scores for the signal and navigation 
readings and who the officers had congratulated that day. They competed 
endlessly to see who could spit the farthest, drink the rum the fastest, or burp 
the loudest. 

It was devilishly exhausting being a boy. 

But not all of that was bad. Her aviator uniform was so much better than any 
girl's dress. The boots rang splendidly when he hurried to signal practice or fire 
drills, and the jacket had a dozen pockets, including special compartments for 
his command whistle and a seaman's knife. And Deryn didn't mind the constant 
practice in useful skills like knife throwing, Cursing, and not showing pain when 
punched. 


But how did the boys manage to stay like this all their bloody lives? 


Deryn shifted the weight of the food bag on her sore shoulders a bit. 
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For once he reached the backbone of the airship well ahead of the others and was able to allow 
himself a moment's rest. 

"Lounging again, Mr. Sharp," a voice called. 

Deryn turned to see Cadet Newkirk in view, looming over the curve of the Leviathan, his rubber- 
soled shoes creaking. There were no waving cilia up there, just dorsal scales for winching and 


weaponry. 


"| was just waiting for you to catch up with me, Mr. Newkirk," she replied. 
It was always weird for him to call the other boys "sir." Newkirk still had acne on his face and 
barely knew how to tie his tie. But the cadets had to know how to behave like real officers. 


When he reached the spine, Newkirk dropped his supply bag and smiled. 


“Mr. Rigby is still miles away. 


-Yeah. Now you can't say we're lazy,” Deryn said. 

They stood there for a moment, panting and looking around. 

The top of the airbeast was abuzz with activity. The arrows flickered from electric torches and 
fireflies, and Deryn felt the membrane tremble from distant footsteps. He closed his eyes, trying to 
feel the airship in its entirety, with its hundreds of species tangled together to form one vast organism. 


“It's damn cool up here,” Newkirk muttered. 
Deryn nodded. These past two weeks she had volunteered for outdoor duty whenever possible. 
Being on the back was really flying: with the wind in your face and the sky in all directions. A 
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experience as valuable as your flight hours in the balloons of Pa. 

A patrol of busy riggers was on the move with two strapped-on hydrogen trackers 
searching for membrane leaks. One of them sniffed at Newkirk's hand as he passed, and he 
squealed. 

The riggers laughed and Deryn joined them. 

"Do you want me to call a doctor, Mr. Newkirk?" -asked. 

"I'm fine," he blurted out, looking at his hand suspiciously. 

Newkirk's mother was a Luddite Ape, and he had inherited from her a nervous stomach 
for fabrications. Why he had volunteered to serve on an insane bestiary like Leviathan was a 
true mystery. 

“It's just that | don't like these six-legged beasts. 

“You have nothing to be afraid of, Mr. Newkirk. 

"Fuck you, Mr. Sharp," he muttered, holding up his grocery bag. 

Come on. Rigby is already right behind us. 

Deryn grunted. His sore muscles would have appreciated another minute's rest. But 
Newkirk made him laugh since that endless contest was on again. He picked up his bag and 
followed him toward the bow. 

Being a boy was damn hard work. 
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SWEET 


As Deryn and Newkirk neared the bow, the number of bats increased. Their echolocation 
shrieks rattled like hail on a tin roof. 


The other cadets were behind them with Mr. Rigby in their midst, urging them to 
hurry. The feeding of the bats had to be precisely timed with the fléchette attack. 


Suddenly a screeching mass of chaos swept through the darkness, a nest of bomber 
hawks and anti-aircraft nets glowing in the dark. Newkirk gave a startled cry and his feet 
tangled. He fell down the slope of the airbeast, the rubber soles of his boots squealing 
on the membrane. Finally it stopped. 


Deryn dropped her bag and ran to him. 

"Crazy spiders!" Newkirk exclaimed, his tie more off-kilter than usual. 
usual-. Those demon birds have attacked us! 

"They have done no such thing," Deryn said, holding out a hand. 

"Trouble staying on your feet, gentlemen?" Mr. Rigby yelled at them. 
from the back of Leviathan. 

"Perhaps | can shed some light on them." 

He took out his command whistle and whistled some notes, loud and rude. When 
the sound vibrated through the membrane, the fireflies woke up underfoot. They crawled 
under the hoverbeast's skin, providing a pale greenish light but enough for the crew to 
see where they were putting their feet and not enough for any ship to spot the Leviathan 
in the sky. 

Even so, the combat exercises had to be carried out in the dark. Since it was a bit 
annoying to need worms just to walk. 

Newkirk looked down and trembled a little. 

| don't like these bugs either. 

"You don't like any bug," Deryn said. 

"Yeah, but the ones that crawl are the worst." 

Deryn and Newkirk climbed back up and were now behind the other cadets. However, 
the bow was in full view, and bats covered it like iron filings on a magnet. That kind of 
chirping came from all directions. 


"You sound hungry, gentlemen," Mr. Rigby warned. make sure 
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they don't bite them! 
Newkirk made a nervous face and Deryn nudged him. 
-Do not be silly. Flechette bats only eat insects and fruits. 
"Yeah, okay, and metal stingers, " he muttered. This is all completely unnatural. 


"It's just that they're designed to do it," Mr. Rigby yelled. 

Although human life chains were off limits to fabrication, cadets often conjectured 
that bosun's ears were fabricated. | could hear a murmur of complaint in a force 10 
gale. 

The bats were making more and more noise at the sight of the bags of food, 
jostling to find positions on the inclined hemisphere of the bow. The cadets buckled 
their safety lines together and spread out across the undulation of the ship, their food 
bags at the ready. 

"Ready, gentlemen?" yelled Mr. Rigby. Throw the food hard and spread it out. 


Deryn opened her bag and reached inside. His fingers closed over dried figs, each 
with a metal fléchette driven and driven into the center. 

As he released them, a wave of bats rose up with their wings fluttering as if in a fight 
and pounced on the food. 

"| don't like these birds," Newkirk muttered. 

"They're not birds, fool," Deryn said. 

"If they're not birds, what are they, eh?" 

Deryn grunted. 

“Bats are mammals. Like horses, or like you and me. 

"Flying mammals!" Newkirk shook his head. what's next 
What is going to happen to those luminaries? 

Deryn rolled her eyes and tossed another handful of food. Newkirk was in the habit 
of falling asleep in Natural Philosophy lessons. Still, he had to admit that it was 
downright weird watching bats eat those metal fléchettes . But they never seemed to 
get hurt. 

"Make sure everyone eats some!" Mr. Rigby was yelling. 

"Yeah, sure, it's the same as when I was feeding the ducks when | was little," 
Deryn murmured. He could never give bread to the smallest. 

He threw the food harder, but no matter where the darts landed, the bullies always 
got there first. The survival of the most aggressive was one thing that scientists could 
not eliminate in their creations. 

-Stop! Mr. Rigby yelled at last. Overfed bats are of no use to us! The boatswain 
turned his face. And now | have a little surprise for you bastards. Does anyone have 
any objection to 
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stay on the back? 

The cadets let out cheers. Usually they returned immediately below to the gondolas 
for combat exercises. But that was not comparable to seeing an attack of fléchettes from 
above. 

HMS Gorgon was now within range, pulling a target ship behind her. The target was 
an old schooner with no lights, though the sails showed with a white flutter against the 
dark sea. The Gorgon loosened her mooring, sped away at full soeed, and was within a 
mile. He then fired a signal flare to indicate that he was about to start. 


"Make way, boys,” came a voice from behind them. 

It was Dr. Busk, Leviathan's surgeon and chief scientist. In his hand he held a BB 
gun, the only weapon they were allowed to carry on a hydrogen vent. He struggled 
through the bats, their black silhouettes moving back and forth, away from his boots. 


-Come on! Deryn grabbed Newkirk's arm and hurried down the slope. 
from the flank of the airbeast for a better view. 

"Try not to fall, gentlemen," said Mr. Rigby. 

Deryn ignored him and headed straight down into the arrows. It was the boatswain's 
job to take care of the cadets, but Rigby seemed to think he was his mother. 


A messenger lizard ran past Deryn and introduced itself to the chief. 
scientific. 

"You may begin your attack, Dr. Busk," he said in the captain's voice. 

Busk nodded, as everyone else did with messenger lizards, though 
That didn't make sense, and he raised his gun. 

Deryn swung an arm up the rope ladders and dangled by the elbow. 

“Cover your ears, Mr. Newkirk. 

"Yes, yes, sir!" 

The gun exploded with a "crack!" and the membrane trembled next to Deryn. 
This startled the bats, and they flew up like a huge black sheet billowing in the wind. They 
swirled wildly, like a storm of wings and glowing eyes. Newkirk crouched in fear beside 
Deryn, moving even closer to the flank. 


"Don't be silly," she said. They are not yet ready to drop the spikes. 

"Well, | hope not!" 

A moment later, a searchlight came on under the main gondola, sending a beam of 
light piercing the darkness. The bats headed straight for the light. The mixed chains of 
life of moth and mosquito 
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They guided with the same precision as a compass. 

The light from the searchlight was filled with their tiny fluttering shapes, like swirling 
specks of dust in a sunbeam. Then the beam of light began to sway back and forth with the 
horde of bats loyally pursuing it across the sky. They spread out along its entire length, 
getting closer and closer to the white that rippled on the waves. 


The swing of the spotlight was perfectly timed, driving the great swarm of bats over the 
schooner, and suddenly the light turned blood red. 


Deryn heard the screeches of bats. That sound reached his ears over the engines and 
the war whoops of the Leviathan's crew. 
Flechette bats were terribly afraid of the color red, so much so that they dropped their deadly 
droppings instantly. 

As the spikes fell, the horde began to disperse, exploding into a dozen smaller clouds, 
and the bats swarmed back to their nests aboard the Leviathan. At the same time, the 
searchlight was diving back towards the target. 


The fléchettes were still falling. Those spikes, thrown by the thousands, shone like a 
shower of metal in the crimson light of the searchlight, tearing the schooner's sails to shreds. 
Even at this distance, Deryn could see the wood on the deck splintering, the masts tilting as 
their stays and shrouds were cut. 


"Oh! A few of these should teach the Germans a good lesson! Newkirk shouted. Deryn 
frowned, imagining 

for a moment that there was a crew on this ship. It was not a pleasant image, precisely. 
Even a battleship would lose its main decks, its signal flag, and a land army could be 
savagely attacked by falling spikes. 


"Is that why you enlisted?" she asked. "Because you hate Germans more than 
manufactured beasts?" 

-No. The Air Force was my mother's idea,” he replied. 

—But isn't she a Ludista Monkey? 

“Yes, she believes that the fabs are ungodly beings. But it turns out that he heard 
somewhere that the air was the safest place in a war.” He pointed to the wrecked ship. 
That it wasn't as dangerous as being down there. 

"Well, that's true enough," Deryn said, tapping the buzzing skin of the airship. Hey, look... 
now comes the show! The auxiliary ship kraken is going to start work. 


From the Gorgon two searchlights appeared, flashing colored signals at 
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as they sailed, calling to their beast. As the lights reached the schooner, they 
changed to blinding white, illuminating the damage done by Leviathan's bats. There 
was hardly anything left of the sails, and the masts looked like a tangle of chewed 
shoelaces. The deck was littered with splinters and bright spikes. 


-Devils! Newkirk exclaimed. Look what... 

His voice trailed off as the beast's first arm rose from the water. 

The gigantic tentacle swept through the air, and a sheet of seawater rained 
down its entire length. The Royal Navy kraken was another of Huxley's fabrications, 
Deryn had read, made from giant squid and octopus life chains. His arm uncoiled 
like a vast, slow whip in the spotlight. 


Taking its time, the tentacle coiled around the schooner, its suckers gripping 
tightly on the hull. Then that arm was joined by another, and each caught one end 
of the ship. The ship then broke in two. The horrible sound of splitting wood bounced 
across the dark waters to reach Deryn's ears. 


More tentacles appeared from the water, uncoiling and wrapping around the 
ship. Finally the kraken 's head came into view, one huge eye gazing at the 
Leviathan for a few moments before the beast engulfed the schooner in the waves. 


Soon only the wreckage of the ship remained on the waves. The Gorgon's 
guns saluted with a roar. 

"Hmm," Newkirk said. | guess that's the way the Navy has 
to say the last word: «caraculos». 

"| wouldn't say anyone on this schooner was bothered by the kraken, " he said. 
Deryn— Getting killed a second time doesn't hurt much. 

— Yes, and we were the ones who caused the damage. We are so damn cool! 


The first bats were already flitting home, which meant it was time for the cadets 
to go down for more food. Deryn flexed her tired muscles. He didn't want to slip and 
end up down there with the kraken. Surely the beast would be irritated that its 
breakfast contained no tasty crewmen, and Deryn didn't want to improve its mood. 
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In fact, watching the fléchette attack had left her trembling. Maybe Newkirk was eager to 
go into battle, but she had joined the Army to fly, not to tear apart poor scoundrels a thousand 
feet below them. 


Surely the Germans and their Austrian colleagues wouldn't be stupid enough to start a war 
because aristocrats had been murdered. The clankers were like Newkirk's mother. They were 
afraid of the manufactured species and adored their mechanical engines. Did they really think 
their gang of walking contraptions and buzzing airplanes could do anything against the 
Darwinian might of Russia, France, and Britain? 


Deryn Sharp shook her head, deciding that all these war rumors were just a bunch of 
nonsense. Maybe the clanker powers didn't want to fight. 

He turned his back on the scattered wreckage of the schooner and ran down after Newkirk. 
down Leviathan's quivering flank . 


www.lectulandia.com - Page 77 


Machine Translated by Google 


PASS 


Walking through the city of Lienz, Alek's skin began to crawl. 

He had seen markets like these before, bustling with feverish activity and 
replete with the smells of butcher shops and other foods. Perhaps it would have 
been a lovely ride viewed from an open top walker or carriage. But Alek had 
never visited a place like this on foot before. 

Steam cars roared through the streets, spewing clouds of hot steam. 

They were hauling piles of coal, caged chickens cackling in chorus, and generally 
overloaded with piles of produce. Alek kept slipping on the potatoes and onions 
that were scattered among the cobblestones. Hunks of raw meat dangled from 
long poles carried by men on their shoulders, and a train of mules nearly struck 
Alek with their load of chunks of wood and firewood. 


Worst of all, though, were the people. Inside the walker's little cabin, he was 
already used to the smell of unwashed bodies, but in this city hundreds of 
commoners packed into the Saturday market, bumping into Alek on all sides and 
stepping on his feet without a word of apology. 
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«THE STREETS OF LIENZ». 


In all the stalls, people complained about the prices, as if they were forced to discuss 
every transaction that was made. Those who weren't arguing over trifles were out there 
talking about trivia: the summer heat, the strawberry picking, the health of someone's 
pig. Their constant talk about nothing in particular made some sense, he supposed, as 
if nothing important ever happened to ordinary people. 

But the sheer insignificance of it all was overwhelming. 

"Are they always like this?" Volger asked. 

"In what way, Alex?" 

"Well, their conversations are so trivial." At that moment, a woman collided 
with him and then muttered a curse word under his breath. And rude. 

Volger laughed. 

“Most people's knowledge doesn't go beyond the food on their plate. 


Alek saw a sheet of newspaper fluttering at his feet, half embedded in the 
mud on the ground by a carriage wheel. 
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"But surely they do know what happened to my parents." And that war is being 
prepared. Do you think that they are actually a little nervous and are just pretending 
that they are not worried? 

"What | believe, Your Highness, is that most of them can't read." 

Alex frowned. Father always gave money to Catholic schools and supported the 
idea that all men should have the right to vote, regardless of rank. But listening to 
this chatter from the crowd, Alek doubted that commoners had the capacity to 
understand affairs of state. 

"We're here, gentlemen," Klopp said. 

The mechanics shop was a solid-looking stone-built building standing on the 
outside of the market square. Its open door led into a compassionately cold and 
silent darkness. 

-Yeah? a voice asked from the shadows. 

As Alek's eyes adjusted to the darkness, the prince saw that there was a man 
looking at them from behind a counter littered with gears and springs. Other , larger 
mechanical pieces littered the walls: shafts, pistons, and an entire engine looming 
in the gloom. 

"We need some spare parts, that's all," Klopp said. 

The man looked them up and down, taking in the clothes they had stolen from a 
farmer's clothesline a few days ago. And besides, all three of them were still covered 
in the dirt and remains of the crushed rye from the day before. 

The merchant returned his gaze to what he was doing. 

“You won't find mechanical parts for the farm here. You can try your luck at the 
Kluge shop. 

"Here you already have the ones we need," said Klopp. 

He stepped forward and dropped a bag of coins on the counter. The money bag 
made a muffled noise as it hit the wood with a clack, its sides bulging from the 
number of coins inside. The man raised an eyebrow, then nodded. 


Klopp began to make a list of gears, shiny connectors and electrical components , 
that is, the parts of the Assault Walker that had begun to deteriorate after two weeks 
of travel. The merchant interrupted him with a question from time to time, never 
taking his eyes off the bag of money. 


Listening to them, Alek realized that Professor Klopp had changed his accent. 
Normally, he spoke with a slow, clear cadence, but now his words were jumbled 
and peppered with commoner slurred speech. For a moment Alek thought that 
Klopp was faking it. But later it occurred to him that perhaps that was the normal 
way of talking about that 
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man. Perhaps what he was doing was hiding his accent when he was in the presence of nobles. 


It was strange to think that in those three years of training Alek might never have heard his 
tutor's true accent. 


When the list was made, the shop owner nodded slowly. Then his eyes flicked to Alek. 


"And maybe they don't want something for the boy?" 

He pulled out a toy from a pile of messy things. It was a six-legged walker, a mockup of an eight- 
hundred-ton Mephisto-class land frigate . After turning his spring, the shopkeeper removed the key 
from his back. The toy began to move, jerking between the gears and screws. 


The man looked up with a raised eyebrow. 
Two weeks ago, Alek would have found the artifact fascinating, but now the wobbly toy seemed 
childish. And it was insufferable that this commoner was calling him "boy." 


He snorted, looking at the tiny walker. 


-The cockpit is wrong. If you pretend to be a Mephisto, you are too far away. 


The merchant nodded slowly, leaning back with a smile. 

"Oh, so we have a young expert here, right?" | guess now you're going to give me a lesson in 
mechanics. 

Alek's hand instinctively went to the side, where his sword normally dangled. The man's eyes 
followed the gesture intently. The room was deathly silent for a few moments. 


Then Volger stepped forward and picked up the bag of money. He took out a gold coin and 
slapped it down on the counter. 

"You haven't seen us," he said, his voice sharp as metal. 

The store owner didn't react, he just stared at Alek, as if trying to memorize his face. Alek stared 
back at her, hand still on his imaginary sword, ready to respond to a challenge. But, without knowing 


how, Klopp was already pulling him towards the door and again they found themselves on the street. 
As dust and sunlight stung his eyes, Alek realized what 

have done. His accent, his demeanor... The man had seen who he was. 
"Perhaps our lesson in humility yesterday was insufficient," Volger hissed as he pushed through 


the crowd, heading toward the stream that would lead them back to the hidden walker. 


"It's my fault, young sir," Klopp apologized. | should have warned you not to talk. 
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"You've known since the first word came out of my mouth, haven't you?" Alex said. I'm a 
jerk. 

"The three of us are morons." Volger tossed a silver coin at a butcher and picked up two 
strings of sausage without pausing. Of course they must have notified the Mechanics Guild 
by now to look for us! he cursed. And we take you directly to the first store we find, thinking 
that a little dirt might hide you. 


Alex bit his lip. Father had never allowed himself to be photographed or even sketched, 
and now Alek knew why: it was in case he ever needed to hide. And yet he had given himself 
away. He had even noticed the difference in Klopp's way of speaking. Why hadn't she kept 
her mouth shut? 


When they reached the outskirts of the market, Klopp made them stop with their noses 
sniffing the air. 

"| smell kerosene." At least we need that and engine oil or not 
We won't be able to advance another kilometer. 

"Well, let's go quickly then," Volger said. My bribe probably wasn't enough.” He shoved 
a coin into Alek's hand and indicated, “Let's see if His Highness can buy a newspaper without 
starting a duel. 

We must know if they have already chosen a new heir and how close Europe is to going to 
war. 

'But stay within sight, young lord,' Klopp added. 

The two men headed for a pile of oil cans, leaving Alek alone in the tightly packed market 
crowd. The prince made his way through the crowd, gritting his teeth between so many 
shoves. 

The newspapers were laid out on a long bench, the pages propped up with stones, their 
corners blowing in the breeze. He went through them all, not sure which one to choose. His 
father always said that newspapers without pictures were the only ones worth reading. His 
eyes fell on a headline: EUROPE'S SOLIDARITY AGAINST SERBIAN PROPAGANDA. 


All the newspapers were like this, sure that the whole world would support the Austro- 
Hungarian Empire after what had happened in Sarajevo. But Alek wondered if that was true. 
Even the people in that small Austrian town didn't seem to have cared much about the 
murder of her parents. 

"Which one are you going to buy?" a voice asked from the other side of the bench. 

Alek looked at the coin in his hand. He had never held money in his hand before, except 
for a few Roman silver coins from his father's collection. 

The coin was gold, with the Hausburg plume on one side and a portrait of Alek's great-uncle 
on the other: Emperor Franz Joseph, the man who 
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he had decreed that Alek would never ascend to the throne. 
"How many can | buy with this?" he asked, trying to sound commoner. 
The newspaper man took the coin and looked at it carefully. 

Then he put it in his pocket and smiled like he was talking to an idiot. 


"As many as you want." 

Alek was going to ask for a more correct answer, but held his tongue. It was 
better to act like a fool than to talk like a noble. 

She swallowed her anger and scooped up a copy of every newspaper there was, 
even the ones filled with pictures of racehorses and ladies' salons. Maybe Hoffman 
and Bauer would like them. 

As Alek looked at the newsboy for the last time, he realized an unsettling reality. 
He was fluent in French, English and Hungarian, and had always impressed his tutors 
with his command of Latin and Greek. But Prince Aleksandar of Hohenberg could 
barely manage the everyday language of his own people, not even to buy a newspaper. 
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CATORCE 


They trudged along the river bed, trying not to spill the kerosene with each step. Despite 
this, its fumes burned Alek's lungs. Each of them was carrying two heavy cans, and the trip 
back to the Cyklope was seeming much longer than the walk to the city that morning. 


And yet, because of Alek, they had left behind most of the things they needed. 


"How long can we go without the spare parts, Klopp?" he asked. 

"Until someone fires a missile at us, young lord." 

"You mean until something breaks," Volger said. 

Klopp shrugged. 

“A Cyklope Assault Walker is supposed to be made to be part of an army. Therefore 
we do not have a supply train, nor tanker trucks, nor repair equipment. 


"We would have been better off on horseback," Volger murmured. 

Alek shifted the weight of the can in his hand and the stench of kerosene mingled with 
that of the smoked sausages hanging from his neck. His pockets were stuffed with 
newspapers and fresh fruit. He felt as if he were a bum with all his belongings on him. 


"Professor Klopp, while the walker is still in top combat condition, why don't we grab 
what we need?" he asked. 

"And have the whole army fall on us?" Volger intervened. 

"But they already know where we are," Alek said. Thanks to me... 

“Listen! Volger silenced them with a hiss. 

Alek stopped... He didn't hear anything except the sound of oil spilling out of the cans. 
He closed his eyes. The distant sound of thunder rumbled on the edge of his consciousness: 
animal hooves. 

"Let's hide!" Volgar said. 

They ran down the river bank and into the thick undergrowth. Alek crouched down. Her 
heart was pounding. 

As the sound of hooves grew closer, it was added to by the howling of hunting dogs. 


Alex swallowed. There was no point in hiding. Although the hounds did not have their 
The smell, the sausages and the kerosene would attract the curiosity of any dog. 
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Volger drew his pistol. 
“Alek, you are the fastest. Run straight to the walker. Klopp and | will resist here. 


—But it sounds like a dozen horses! "Not many for one." 
walker. Keep going, Your Highness! 

Alek nodded and tossed the sausages away. He darted through the shallow 
water, his feet slipping on the wet stones. The dogs couldn't track him through the 
water, and the shore on the other side was flatter and free of brush. 

As | ran, the sound of horses and dogs got closer. There was the crack of a shot, 
and then there were shouts, and the neighing of a horse reached him. 


More shots rang out, the loud detonations that characterized rifles. Klopp and 
Volger were outgunned and outnumbered. But at least the riders had stopped to fight 
instead of chasing him. After all, the common soldiers probably didn't know who he 
was. Maybe they wouldn't bother chasing a young boy dressed in farmer's clothes. 


Alek kept running, not looking back, trying not to imagine the bullets 
penetrating your skin. 

The creek ran through the farms and had tall grass on each bank. At that moment 
he saw the little wood where the walker was hidden, half a kilometer away. She 
lowered her head and ran even harder, her attention focused only on her boots and 
the stones along the riverbed. 

When he was halfway to the trees, a terrible sound reached his ears: it was the 
hooves of a single horse approaching. Alek dared to look back and saw a rider on 
the other side of the stream, riding at full soeed. The strap of his carbine was coiled 
around one arm. Was 
ready to shoot... 

Alek veered off and scrambled up the bank. The rye from the fields was chest 
high, high enough to hide in. 

An explosion was heard and a sand geyser erupted a meter away to his right. He 
dove into the rye, crawling as best he could on hands and knees, backing away from 
the stream. The carbine fired again, the bullet skimming Alek's ear. His instincts 
screamed at him to run faster, but then the rider would see the tall grass moving. 
Alek froze where he was, panting. 

"| missed on purpose!" a voice shouted. 

Alek lay there on the ground, trying to catch his breath. 

“Listen, you're just a kid,” the voice continued. whatever 
have done the other two, I'm sure the captain won't be hard on you. 

Alek heard the splash of the horse's footsteps in the stream, which moved without 
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rush. 

He began to crawl further into the rye, careful not to disturb the stalks. Her 
heart was pounding and sweat was running down her eyes. He had never been 
in a battle like this, without the protection of the metallic skin of the Cyklope 
walker. But Volger hadn't allowed her to bring a weapon into town, not even a 
knife. 

It was his first time in hand-to-hand combat and he was unarmed. 

-Come on kid. Don't waste my time or I'll come in and drag you out myself! 


Alek stopped, realizing his one advantage: this young soldier didn't know who 
he was chasing. Surely he expected to meet some commoner ruffian and not a 
noble who had been trained in combat since he was ten years old. 

This man would not expect a counterattack. 

The horse was already heading into the rye, Alek could hear its flanks parting 
the tall stalks. The tall, ornate plume of the rider's helmet came into view, and 
Alek ground himself further down. Surely the man was rising in his stirrups to 
look down into the grass. 

Alek was on the left side of the horse, where the rider's saber should hang. It 
wasn't as good an option as a rifle, but this was better than nothing. 


"Don't waste my time, boy, get out of there!" 

Alek looked at the plume on the rider's helmet, noting that the curve of its tall 
feathers gave away where its owner was looking. Upright as it was, it most likely 
wouldn't hold very steady. 

Alek crept closer, staying low and biding his time. 


"I'm warning you, boy. Whatever you stole isn't worth it! 
get shot for it! 

The prince moved closer and closer to the horse, and at last the rider's head 
turned to the other side. Alek got up off the ground and ran a few steps, jumped 
on the man, grabbed his left arm and yanked him hard. The horseman swore, 
and then his carbine shot straight into the air. The sound of the explosion startled 
the horse, and it charged forward through the rye, lifting him into the air and 
dragging Alek off his feet. 

Alek caught the man's arm with one hand and with the other tried to grab the 
saber swinging wildly in its scabbard. 

The rider squirmed, trying to keep his feet in the stirrups. His elbow hit Alek's 
face like a hammer. Alek tasted blood but ignored the pain and kept moving his 
fingers. 
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"I'm going to kill you, boy," the man yelled, one hand twisting the 
reins and with the other was trying to slam the butt of the rifle into Alek's head. 

At last, Alek's hand closed on the hilt of the saber. He released the rider's arm, 
dropped back to the ground, the steel of the saber clanging as it was drawn from its 
sheath. He landed next to the horse, which was still jerking, and spun on one foot, 
slamming the flat of his sword into the horse's rear. 

The animal reared up on its hind legs, with the rider yelling over it until it finally fell 
from its mount. The carbine flew from his hands, fell into the tall grass, and landed with 
a loud thud. 

Alek hacked his way through the rye until he was standing next to the horseman. 
fallen. He brought the point of the saber down to the man's neck. 

"Surrender, sir." 

The man said nothing. 

The rider's eyes were narrowed and he was pale. He wasn't much older than Alek 
himself, his beard was stubble, and his outstretched arms were slender. 

The expression on his face was so static... 

Alek took a step back. 

"Are you hurt, sir?" 

Something big and warm approached him slowly from behind: it was the horse, 
suddenly calm. His muzzle nudged gently at the nape of Alek's neck, sending a cold 
shiver down his spine. 

The man did not answer. 

In the distance the detonation of shots was heard. Volger and Klopp needed his 
help, now. Alek stepped away from the fallen rider and mounted the saddle. The reins 
were tangled and twisted and he felt the horse unsteady under him. 

Alek leaned into the animal and whispered in its ear. 

-Everything is going well. Everything is going to be fine. 

He spurred the horse's flanks with his heels and the animal moved after a 
jerk, leaving its previous rider behind on the grass. 


The Assault Walker's engines were already rumbling. 
The horse didn't hesitate as Alek spurred it past the gigantic steel legs. He must 
have been trained alongside walkers, since he was an Austrian horse, after all. 


Alek had just killed an Austrian soldier. 


Forcing herself not to think about it, she grabbed the hanging chain ladder and dismissed the 


horse with a shout and a kick. 
Bauer met him at the hatch. 


'We heard shots and started the walker, sir. 
"Well done," Alek said. We also have to load the cannon. Volger and 
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Klopp are a kilometer from here, trying to hold off a cavalry troop. 

"Right away, sir." Bauer held out a hand and pulled him inside. 

As Alek scrambled into the walker's abdomen and into the cockpit, more gunshots rang out in 
the distance. At least the fight wasn't over yet. 


"Do you need help, sir?" Hoffmann asked. 
He had leaned halfway out of the hatch, a worried look on his bearded face. 


Alek stared at the controls and realized that he had never driven before without Professor Klopp 
sitting next to him. And there he was, about to go into battle. 


"You've never piloted, have you?" Alex asked. 

Hoffman shook his head. 

‘I'm just an engineer, sir. 

"Well, then I'd better help Bauer with the cannon." and the two 
fasten your seat belts. 

Hoffman smiled, waving. 

"I'm sure you'll do well, sir." 

Alek nodded, and as the hatch closed, he turned his attention to the 
controls. He flexed his hands. 

"Step by step," Klopp always said. 

Alek pushed the levers on the walkers forward... The walker reared up and the valves hissed. 
An immense foot entered the stream, sending a spray of water into the air. Alek took another step, 
urging the machine to go faster. 

However, all of its pressure gauges were blinking green, since the 
engines were still cold. 

Within a few steps the Assault Walker had scaled the river bank until it was level with the fields. 
Alek floored the fuel injectors and the engines roared. 


The power gauges began to rise. 
He moved the machine forward, allowing his strides to grow longer. The furrows from the plows 
began to flicker below him, and the sound of rye splitting was audible above the engines. 


He felt the moment the walker changed his pace from sprinting to running, the machine rising into 
the air between each step. 

From the top of each stride he could see the troop of cavalry ahead. 
They were scattered across the rye field spread out in search formation. 

Alex smiled. Klopp and Volger had also slipped into the tall grass, which is why they had 
managed to hold out for so long. 
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Suddenly all heads turned and the riders turned to face the 
new threat. 

The intercom clicked: "Ready 

to fire." 

“Aim above their heads, Bauer. They are Austrians, and Klopp and Volger 
they are somewhere among this grass. 

"Then a warning shot, sir." 

Some carbines fired, and Alek heard a bullet hit metal very close. He realized 
that the visor was wide open, and that there was no one there to close it. 


The young horseman he had killed when he fired had missed on purpose, but 
those men aimed to kill. 

He changed the walker's gait, so that he pushed his feet out so that the 
machine wriggled from left to right. “Serpentine running”, Klopp called it that, 
since he ran a path like a snake through the grass. 

But the winding path of the machine did not seem as graceful as it was supposed to be. 
The blast of the cannon rumbled below him, then a column of dirt and smoke 
shot into the air just behind the horsemen. Ever-widening circles rippled across 
the grass like pond water when you throw a stone, and two horses tumbled 
sideways, knocking their riders to the ground. 


A second later, a wave of earth and a force that sent him off course hit Alek 
through his open visor, and his hands slipped from the levers of the walkers. The 
walker banked to the side, turning toward the stream. Alek gripped the controls, 
twisting them hard, and the Cyklope regained its balance, wobbling but still on its 
feet. 

The horsemen had assembled in close formation, ready to withdraw. 

But Alek saw that they were hesitating, wondering if the walker was out of control. 
Staggering like that, she most likely looked as intimidating as a drunken chicken. 
He doubted Bauer would be able to reload the guns unless he could stabilize the 
machine. 

Gunshots rang out again, and something clanked around Alek's ears—a bullet 
ricocheting off the metal canopy. There was no point in stopping, as it would only 
make you a better target, so Alek leaned over the controls, taking cover, and 
headed straight for the cavalry squadron. 


The riders hesitated another moment, then turned and galloped back toward 
the stream, determined not to face flesh against metal. 
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" CHARGING!" 


-Mister! It's Professor Klopp! Bauer's voice came over the intercom. It is here 
ahead, in front of us! 

Alek jerked back on the controls, just as he had the day before, and again 
the walker's right foot dug into the ground and the machine began to tilt. 


But this time he knew what he had to do. It caused the walker to twist to 
either side, propelling out a metal leg. A mound of dirt exploded in front of the 
visor, and the sound of gears being forced and grass snapping filled her ears. 


Alek felt the machine regain its balance, the momentum of its charge 
consumed by the skid. As the walker stabilized, Alek heard the Assault Walker's 
abdominal hatch open below. Shots were fired and there was the metallic clank 
of the chain ladder unwinding. Was it Klopp's voice? and Volger? 


He wanted to peek down through the cockpit hatch but had to. 
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Stay at the controls. The dust that had been raised was clearing before him and he saw 
movement in the distance, the flash of hooves and spurs. Maybe | should fire one of the 
submachine guns into the air, to keep them in retreat. 

"Young lord!" 

Alek swiveled the pilot's seat around. 

“Klopp! Alright? 

"Quite a lot." The man entered the cabin. 

His clothes were torn and covered in blood. 

"Have you been hit?" 

-Not me. To Volger.” Klopp slumped into the commander's chair, panting. His 


— shoulder, now Hoffman is looking down at him. But we must go, young lord. More 
will come. 


Alex nodded. 


"Where do we escape?" 

“First back to the creek. The kerosene is still there. 

-Alright. Of course. 

The dust was clearing in front of the visors and Alek put his shaking hands on the 
controls again. He expected Klopp to take the controls, but the man was still panting and 
his face was a deep red. 

"Don't worry, Alex. You have done well. 

Alek swallowed, forcing his hands to make the Assault Walker take its first step. 


"Almost made him fall again." 


"Exactly: almost ," Klopp laughed. Remember how | told you that everyone falls the 
first time they try to run? 

Alek frowned as he planted a giant foot on the riverbank. 

"| think | won't be able to forget it." 

"Well, everyone falls the second time they run too, young man!" 

Sir! Klopp's laugh turned into a cough, then he spat and cleared his throat. 

"Except you, it seems." Fortunately for us you are a Mozart with 
walker controls. 

Alek continued to stare straight ahead, not responding. He was not proud, after 
leaving that rider behind, lying broken in the grass. That man was a soldier who served 
the Empire. Chances were, he also didn't understand the politics around him any more 
than any of the commoners they encountered in Lienz. 

However, he had also lost his life. 

Alek felt as if he had split into two people, the same way he had when he was alone 
on watch, a part of him squashing his despair into its hidden little place. Blinking the 
sweat from his eyes, he searched the 


www.lectulandia.com - Page 91 


Machine Translated by Google 


He put away the valuable cans of kerosene, hoping that Bauer was watching for 
horses and that the cannon was loaded again. 
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QUINCE 


After spending the whole morning practicing high-altitude drills, all the cadets 
were sitting together having breakfast, talking about signal notations, the work 
roster, and when the war would finally break out. 

Deryn had already finished her helping of eggs and potatoes. He amused 
himself by sketching the way the homing lizard ducts coiled up the walls and 
windows of the Leviathan. The little beasts always poked their heads out while 
they waited for messages, like foxes in their dens. 

Then suddenly Cadet Tyndall, who was staring dreamily out of the windows, 
called out, 

"Look at this!" 

The other cadets jumped to their feet, piling up to the port side where 
confusion reigned. In the distance, amid the mosaic of farms and towns, the 
great city of London loomed into view. They were shouting to each other about 
the battleships moored on the River Thames, the tangle of converging railway 
lines, and the elephantine draft animals that crowded the roads leading to the 
capital. Deryn remained in her seat, taking the opportunity to snag one of Cadet 
Fitzroy's fries. 
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«INDIFFERENT BEFORE THE KNOWN VIEWS». 


"Haven't your knuckleheads seen London?" -asked 
while chewing 
"Not from up here," Newkirk said. The Armed Forces never 
They allow you to fly over cities with large ships. 
"We're not going to scare the Ludista Monkeys, are we?" said Tyndall, giving 
a light punch to Newkirk's shoulder. 
He ignored him. 
-Behold! Isn't that St. Paul? 
‘I've seen it,’ Deryn said, swiping a piece of bacon from Tyndall. I've already flown over this part 
of London once in a Huxley. It turned out to be an interesting story. 


"Stop talking crap, Mr. Sharp!" snapped Fitzroy. We have already 
heard that story too many times. 


Deryn sent a piece of potato to Fitzroy's back. That boy always showed an air of superiority, just 
because his father was a captain in the Oceanic Navy. When he noticed that the missile had hit its 
mark, Fitzroy turned and frowned. 


"We were the ones who rescued him, remember?" 
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-That? You stupid? -she said-. | don't remember seeing you at the winch, Mr. 
Fitzroy. 

"Maybe not." He smiled and looked out the window again. But we saw him 
float past these very windows, dangling from his Huxley like a piece of junk. 


The other cadets laughed, and Deryn jumped out of her chair. 

“I think you should phrase your phrase in another way, Mr. 

Fitzroy. He turned around and stared calmly out the window. 

"And | think you should learn to respect your superiors, Mr. Sharp." 

"Superiors?" Deryn clenched her fists. Who wants me to show respect to a 
face like you? 


-Sirs! came Mr. Rigby's voice from the corridor. Sign, please. 


Deryn snapped to attention with the others, but her gaze remained fixed on 
Fitzroy. He was stronger than she, but in the two tiny bunk rooms the cadets 
shared there were over a hundred ways to get even. 

Then Captain Hobbes and Dr. Busk came into the canteen after Mr. Rigby, 
and his fury faded. It wasn't often that the person in charge of the Leviathan , let 
alone the ship's chief scientist, would talk to lower-ranking cadets. He exchanged 
a concerned look with Newkirk. 

"Rest, gentlemen," said the captain, smiling. | have not come to bring you 
news of war. At least not today. 

Some of the cadets looked disappointed. 

“A week ago, the Austro-Hungarian Empire finally declared war on Serbia, 
vowing to avenge the assassination of its Archduke with an invasion. 

A few days later, Germany declared war on Russia, which means that France 

will be the next to go into combat. The war between Darwinian and clanker forces 
is spreading like wildfire and it doesn't look like Britain can stay out of it for much 
longer. You will have noticed that London is below us,’ the captain went on. An 
unusual visit and that's not even the half. We'll be landing in Regent's Park near 
Her Majesty's London Zoo. 


Deryn's eyes widened. Flying over London was bad enough, but landing ina 
public park would surely add fuel to the fire. And not only because of the 
complaints of the Ludista Monkeys. Even old Darwin would have been uneasy 
about a thousand-foot hoverbeast landing in a picnic area. 


The captain went to the windows and looked down. 
—Regent's Park is at least half a mile long, little more than 
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twice our wingspan. It will be a difficult maneuver, although the risk in this case is 
necessary. We have an important guest to board, a member of the zoo staff, for 
transport to Constantinople. 

Deryn, for a moment, doubted if she had heard him correctly. Constantinople was 
in the Ottoman Empire, clearly on the other side of Europe, and the Ottomans were 
clankers. Why the snails did Leviathan have to head there now? 

The airship had spent the last month preparing for war, doing combat exercises 
every night and checking fléchette bats and bombardier hawks daily. The ship had 
even flown within range of a German battleship in the North Sea, just to show him that 
a living airship wasn't afraid of any bunch of gears and gears. 


engines. 

And now they were going on an excursion to Constantinople? 

Doctor Busk spoke to 

them: —Our passenger is a highly regarded scientist, who has been entrusted with 
an important diplomatic mission. We will also transport cargo on board of a delicate 
nature that must be treated with the utmost care. 

The captain cleared his throat. 

“Mr. Rigby and | may have to make a difficult decision about weight. 

Deryn held her breath briefly. "Weight"... but what was it all about? 

Leviathan was aerostatic, that is, in Army jargon that was equivalent to having the 
same density as the air around it . Maintaining that balance was essential. When rain 
collected at the top, they had to empty water from the ballast tanks. If the ship 
expanded under the heat of the sun, hydrogen had to be expelled. And when extra 
passengers or cargo came aboard, something else had to come down from the ship, 
usually something of no use. 

And there was nothing more useless there than a new cadet. 

"I'll check your signals and navigation scores," the captain was saying. Mr. Rigby 
will weigh and rate each of you among those who pay the most attention to classes. 
And, of course, any missteps they make on this landing will be blamed. 


-Good morning gentlemen. 

He turned, striding out of the room, the chief scientist behind him. There were a 
few moments of silence as the cadets took in the news. 
Within a few hours some of them would leave Leviathan forever. 

"Okay, boys," snapped Mr. Rigby. You heard the captain. 
We're about to land at a makeshift airport, so you'd better be smart! There will be 
Scrubs ground soldiers, but they won't have a landing master among them, and our 
passenger is going to need help down there. Mister 
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Fitzroy and Mr. Sharp, you two are the best with the Huxleys, so you'll be down 
first. 

As the bosun gave the orders, Deryn looked at the faces of the other cadets. 
Fitzroy returned his gaze coolly and he didn't have to guess what the asshole 
was thinking. She had only been aboard the Leviathan for a month , and then 
only by a strange chance. As far as Fitzroy was concerned, she wasn't much 
better than a stowaway. 

Deryn quickly returned his gaze. The captain had said nothing about those 
who had been on board the longest, but had judged his airmen according to their 
worth, so he wanted to keep the best men. 

And that was exactly what she was, man or not. 

Perhaps all that competition on the Leviathan would be of use to him now. 
Thanks to Pa's training, Deryn had always been better than the other cadets 
when it came to knots and sextants. And even Mr. Rigby would admit that his 
behavior hadn't been quite so rowdy lately, and he had just praised his work with 
the Huxleys. As long as the landing went smoothly, there would be nothing to 
worry about. 


Regent's Park stretched out below Deryn, its grass thick and lush thanks to 
the August rains. 

Patrols of foot soldiers were roaming the park, trying to get the last of the 
civilians out of the landing zone. A thin line of policemen was posted at the edge 
of the area, holding back hundreds of onlookers. Leviathan 's shadow stretched 
across the trees and the air trembled with the hum of the engines. 

Deryn was descending fast, heading for the intersection of two lanes, where 
a local police chief was waiting for orders. A messenger lizard swooped down 
her shoulder, its sucky feet tugging at her uniform like the claws of a nervous cat. 


"We're almost there, bug," he said reassuringly. 

He did not want to land on the ground with a scared lizard with the orders of 
landing of the captain repeated confusedly and without being able to understand each other. 

Deryn was a little nervous. He had ridden elevators a half dozen times since 
joining the Leviathan crew: he was the lightest cadet and could always urge his 
beasts higher. But that had been during some German U-boat sighting exercises . 
It was the first time he had flown in a free balloon since his accidental flight as a 
recruit. 

At least, so far, it had been a textbook descent. The extra ballast the beast 
carried caused it to descend rapidly, guided by a pair of glider wings attached to 
its rig. 

Deryn was intrigued as to why it was so important to ensure that 
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there would be no problem. They were ruining a hundred picnics, risking disaster 
by landing here in the park, and probably scaring to death every Luddite Ape in 
London. And all this so that a scientist could get to Constantinople a little faster? 


This guy must have been some kind of genius, even for a scientist. 


The ground was closing in fast and Deryn dropped ballast. He slowed his 
descent a bit as the spilled water glistened in the sun as it fell like a waterfall. The 
messenger lizard squeezed in a bit more. 

"Don't worry, bug," Deryn murmured. It's all under control. 

Mr. Rigby had told him to come down quickly and cut this nonsense. 

He imagined she was looking down on him, timing the descent with her stopwatch, 
pondering who should leave the crew. 

It didn't seem fair to lose that feeling, not after two long years of not being able 
to ride Pa's hot air balloons. Surely Rigby would have realized that she was born to 
fly. 

A crosswind ruffled the Huxley, and as Deryn yanked her back on course, a 
horrible thought struck her. If she was the unlucky cadet, would this be the last time 
she'd be airborne? If war was imminent, they would surely transfer her to another 
aircraft. Perhaps even the Minotaur, where Jaspert, his brother, was serving. 


But Deryn felt that she was already part of Leviathan, her first real home since 
Pa's accident. The first place where no one had ever seen her in skirts or where no 
one expected her to behave in a feminine and respectful manner. He couldn't lose 
his place on the ship just because some luminary needed transportation! 

Groundmen were running everywhere in the shadow of the Huxley, ready to 
seize its tentacles. He tilted the glider wings back a little to slow the rate of descent 
and eased the airbeast down gently. When he pulled it to a stop there was a slight 
jerk and the messenger lizard squealed. 


"Police officer Winthrop?" -babbling. 

-Wait a minute! she pleaded. 

The lizard made a tut-tut noise, which sounded just like Mr. Rigby did when the 
cadets were fighting. | hoped he wouldn't start spluttering. 
Messenger lizards would sometimes babble old snippets of conversation when 
agitated. You never knew what private conversations they might repeat. 


The groundmen hauled the Huxley up, steadied her, and lowered her quickly. 
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Deryn untied herself from the pilot's gear and saluted the chief of police. 

“Cadet Sharp reporting with the captain's lizard, sir. 

“It was a perfect landing, young man. 

"Thank you very much, sir," Deryn said, wondering how to ask the head of 
policeman to convey his appreciation to Mr. Rigby. 

But the man was already removing the lizard from his shoulder. The beast 
began sputtering words about landing ropes and wind speeds, repeating 
instructions like a submachine gun, faster than a dozen signalmen. 


The police chief didn't seem to understand half of what the lizard was saying, 
but Fitzroy would soon be there to help. He saw his elevator land not far from 
there, and was glad to see that it had fallen. 

The airship's shadow hovered over them and all the men began to scatter in 
all directions. This was no time to waste time. Fitzroy had to see to that, and 
Deryn had the job of preparing the scientist's load for loading. 


He saluted the chief of police again, looked up at the airship looming overhead, 
and started running toward the zoo. 
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SIXTEEN 


Her Majesty's London Zoo squawked like a burning budgie cage. 
Deryn skidded to a stop at the front gate, startled by the riot of howls, roars, and shrieks. 


To his right, a herd of monkeys hung from the bars of their cage, howling into the air. Behind 
them, a netted enclosure was filled with agitated birds, making a tempest of feathers and noise. 
On the other side of a moat, a giant elephantine stamped nervously on the ground, and Deryn 
could feel the tremors it produced through her boots. 


"Crazy spiders!" He cursed under his breath. 
About five weeks ago, fresh from Glasgow by train, she had asked Jaspert to take her to 
visit London Zoo. But on that visit he hadn't heard anything like the uproar now. 


Obviously, the Leviathan had made the animals nervous. 

Deryn wondered what the airship must smell like from the perspective of natural animals. 
Like a giant predator closing in to gobble them up? Or as a distant cousin lost since remote 
times in evolution? Or perhaps his tangle of manufactured species made them think of him as 
an entire island floating above them? 


"Are you my aviator?" a voice asked. 

Deryn turned to see a woman in a long traveling coat, with a 
also a travel bag in one hand. 

"Excuse me, ma'am?" 

"They promised me an aviator," the woman said. And you look like you're wearing a uniform. 
Or are you just here to throw peanuts at the monkeys? 

Deryn blinked, then realized that the woman was wearing a bowler hat. 
negro. 

"Oh... are you the scientist?" 

The woman raised an eyebrow. 

"Guilty on all counts." But my acquaintances call me Dr. Barlow. 

Deryn blushed and bowed slightly. 

—Cadet Dylan Sharp, at your service. 

"So you're my aviator." Excellent.” The woman handed him her luggage. Yeah 
You are so kind, | am going to look for my travel companion. 

Deryn picked up the bag and bowed again. 
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-Of course Miss. I'm sorry | was so clumsy. It's just... no one told me you were a 
lady. 

Dr. Barlow laughed. 

"Don't worry, young man. This topic has already been debated from time to time. 

Saying that, he turned and disappeared through the gate of the gatehouse, 
leaving Deryn holding the heavy bag and thinking that perhaps she had been seeing 
visions. | had never heard of a lady scientist before, or a woman diplomat, for that 
matter. The only women who mixed in foreign affairs were spies, or at least that was 
what he had always thought. 

But Dr. Barlow did not have the air of a spy at all. She seemed a little too flashy 
for a job like this. 

"Carefully, gentlemen," his voice echoed from the gatehouse. 

Two young scientists dressed in white coats came out of the door, carrying a long 
box between them. The men did not bother to introduce themselves to Deryn. They 
were too focused on taking small, careful steps, as if the box contained gunpowder 
and valuable china. Shoots of baling straw protruded between the boards. 


No wonder the Leviathan had landed smack dab in the center of London: from 
the looks of it, this mysterious cargo was too fragile to transport in a horse-drawn 
Carriage. 

Deryn stepped forward to lend a hand, but hesitated as she felt the slight warmth. 
that came out of the box. 

"Is there something alive in here?" -asked. 

"That's a military secret," said the younger of the two scientists. 

Before Deryn could reply, Dr. Barlow rushed out of the gatehouse, the strangest 
manufactured beast Deryn had ever seen pulling her. 


The creature resembled a glossy tan dog with a long muzzle and tiger stripes on 
its rump. The animal tugged at the leash so it could sniff at Deryn's offered hand. 
When he stroked its head, the beast reared back, reared up on its hind legs, and 
sprang up on the spot. 

Did that animal have a hint of kangaroo in its chain of life? 

“| think Tazza likes you,” Dr. Barlow said. It's strange. 

He is usually very shy. 
"Well, he seems very...enthusiastic," Deryn said. But what the heck is it for? 
-So that? Dr. Barlow frowned. What do you mean, Mr. Sharp? 


“Well, it doesn't look like a hydrogen tracker. Is he some kind of tigress watchdog? 
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-Oh jesus! The woman laughed. Tazza is not a manufactured, and it is useless 
not at all. Except | hate traveling without it. 

Deryn withdrew her hand and took a step back. 

"You mean this beast is natural?" 

"It's a perfectly healthy thylacine." Dr. Barlow reached up to scratch the creature 
between its stout ears. It is commonly known as the Tasmanian tiger. We do find the 
feline comparison a bit outrageous, though, don't we, Tazza? 


The thylacine yawned, its long jaws opening as wide as an alligator's. 


Dr. Barlow must have been joking. The creature didn't look natural at all. And did 
she take it with her as a pet? Tazza seemed strong enough to knock at least one 
unlucky cadet to the ground. 

But it didn't seem diplomatic to point that out, so Deryn cleared her throat and said, 


“Perhaps we should head out into the country, ma'am. The ship will descend soon. 
Dr. Barlow gestured to a large trunk that rested next to the 

door of the gatehouse and on top of it rested a covered cage. 
"If you'd be so kind, Mr. Sharp." 
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"Yes, ma'am," Deryn sighed. 

She tucked the bag under one arm and lifted the cage with the same hand. The 
trunk was nearly as heavy as she was—another cadet would have to carry it down— 
but Deryn managed to lift one end and drag it along. The four of them, plus Tazza 
the thylacine, headed for the park, the scientists carrying the box at a snail's pace. 

As they headed for the airship, Deryn growled under his breath. It was one thing 
to give up his bunk to a famous scientist on a secret mission, but if some dumb 
beast named Tazza was going to take his place, the world had gone utterly insane . 


Dr. Barlow clicked her tongue. 

"Your aircraft seems unhappy." 

The Leviathan was still fifty feet up, and the captain was lowering her with infinite 
caution. The cilia on their flanks fluttered and flocks of fabricated birds fluttered 
across the park, roused from their nesting coves, flustered by the airship's 
nervousness. Why was the great beast so nervous? Deryn looked up, remembering 
the squall that had nearly ended her Air Force career on the first day. But the sky 
was Clear. Perhaps it was the onlookers surrounding the field, their garish parasols 
swirling in the sun. 


“My cargo requires very gentle transport, Mr. Sharp. 

"She'll calm down when we leave the ground," Deryn said. In one of the flying 
lessons, Mr. Rigby had filled a glass of wine to the brim, and even during the sharp 
turns he hadn't spilled a drop. It's just that the air current down here is a bit confusing. 
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"LANDING IN REGENT'S PARK". 


Dr. Barlow nodded. 

‘Especially in central London, | suppose. 

-Yes ma'am. The streets are eddy with the wind and the great ships are 
nervous when descending on unfamiliar fields.” Deryn said this flatly, without 
mentioning whose fault it was. 

See those tiny pieces on the sides of the ship? They are called cilia and it seems 
to me that they are quivering. 

“I Know what cilia are, Mr. Sharp,” the scientist said. Actually, I've 
manufactured these particular species. 

Deryn blinked, feeling like an idiot. | was lecturing one of the creators of 
Leviathan on the subject of airflows! The thylacine was bouncing happily on its 
hind legs again, its large brown eyes taking in all the activity around it. Two 
elephantines waited under the airship, harnessed to carry a wagon and an 
armored car. The police officers could barely keep the crowd away from the 
show. 

Since there was no mooring pole in the park, ropes dangled from the 
Leviathan in all directions. Deryn frowned, noticing that some of the men dangling 
from them were not dressed in Military uniforms. He saw some policemen and 
even a team of gamers from 
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cricket who had left their games in the park. 

"Fitzroy must be crazy," she murmured. 

"Do you have a problem, Mr. Sharp?" asked Dr. Barlow. 

"Those rope men, ma'am." If suddenly there is a gust of air, they won't know how to 
let go quickly, and if they don't, they can be carried away by the air... 


"Where they can finally be restrained no longer," Dr. Barlow said. 

-Yeah. A strong gust can lift Leviathan up to a hundred feet in a matter of 
seconds. It is the first thing that earth men are taught. Not to hang 

The tops of the trees swayed, and Deryn shuddered. 

"What do you recommend we do, Mr. Sharp?" 

Deryn made a face of circumstances since she didn't know if the ship's officers were 
aware of what was happening. Most of these untrained men were falling back toward 
the stern end, out of sight of the bridge. 


"Well, if we could notify the captain, I'm sure he'll know how to descend quickly, or 
cut the ropes if there's a gust of air." 

The girl scanned the field carefully, looking for Fitzroy or someone in command. But 
the entire park was in chaos, and the police chief was nowhere to be seen. 


"Maybe Clementina can help us," Dr. Barlow said. 

-Who? 

Dr. Barlow handed Tazza's leash to Deryn, then took the cage. He opened the cloth 
cover and reached inside. He brought out a bird with gray feathers and a tuft of deep 
red feathers on its tail. 

"Good morning, Dr. Barlow," the bird croaked. 

"Good morning, dear," she replied. 

Then she said to him in a clear voice and 

slowly, "Captain Hobbes, greetings from Dr. Barlow." | have a message from Mr. 
Sharp: you seem to have untrained men hanging on your ropes.” He looked at Deryn 
and shrugged. And... | look forward to meeting you soon, sir. End of message. 


He first brought the bird close to his chest and then threw it towards the aircraft. 

When he had thrown it and was far away, Deryn murmured, 

"What was that?" 

"A messenger parrot," said Dr. Barlow. Based on the Congo African Grey. We have 
been training him especially for this trip. He knows how to read the airmen's uniforms 
and the markings on the gondolas, like an Army lizard himself. 
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"Training', ma'am?" Deryn frowned. If | believed that all this 
The Constantinople affair had come up like that, out of the blue. 

"Of course, but things are developing faster than | expected." Dr. Barlow placed 
a hand on the mysterious box. Yet some of us have been planning this mission for 
years. 

Deryn took another cautious look at the box, then turned to look at the parrot. 
He was flying between the ropes and the lines, straight towards the open windows 
of the bridge. 

“That's great, ma'am. It's like sending a courier lizard flying! 

"Both share many life chains," the doctor said. Actually, some of us believe that 
birds share ancestry with ancient lizards...” His voice trailed off as Leviathan's 
tanks opened, releasing a stream of ballast. 


The ship rose a little and the men on the ropes slipped to the ground. 
in a tug of war in which they had to lose against the ship. 

-Snails! Deryn exclaimed. Why are they climbing? 

"Oh dear," Dr. Barlow said, looking down. / hope it's Clementine. 


Deryn followed his gaze to the cage. Another curved beak was sticking out of 
the cage, nibbling on the bars. 

"Are there two of those?" 

The scientist agreed. 


“Winston often messes up the messages and | can never tell them apart. It's 
really a nuisance. 

Deryn swallowed, watching the ballast water fall on the heads of the shoremen. 
The water shimmered beautifully in the sunlight, but Deryn knew where the ballast 
came from: it came right out the gastric duct, with excrement and debris. 


The civilians among them thought something had gone wrong. A team of men 
dressed in white cricket uniforms let go of the ropes and covered their heads, 
shying away from the unexpected shower of stinking water. The ship rose higher 
as its weight released the ropes, but Deryn saw that the hydrogen trackers above 
the ship were going into a frenzy. The captain was also releasing gas. The ship 
stabilized in the air. 

Suddenly, it released another stream of ballast, stronger than the last. The real 
infantrymen, who had already been covered in excrement hundreds of times, 
continued to hang from the ropes. However, and in a heartbeat, everyone who 
should not be there abandoned their ropes. 


"Your captain is very clever," Dr. Barlow said. 


www.lectulandia.com - Page 106 


Machine Translated by Google 


"There's nothing like a little dung to clear things up!" Deryn said. 
and added, "So to speak, ma'am." 

Dr. Barlow chuckled. 

-Of course. I'd like to travel with you, Mr. Sharp. 

"Thank you very much, ma'am." Deryn glanced sideways at the scientist's 
enormous pile of luggage. Perhaps you could mention it to the boatswain; You see, 
the ship is a little too overloaded. 

"| will," the woman said, retrieving her pet's leash. Us 
we settled for a little cabin boy's cabin for ourselves, didn't we, Tazza? 

"Hmm, that's not really what |..." Deryn stammered, trying to explain. 
that the cadets were officers, practically. And that they weren't really cabin boys. 

But Dr. Barlow was already leading her thylacine toward the airship, followed by 
the other scientists and their mystery box. 

Deryn sighed. At least he had earned his place aboard the Leviathan. And after 
his blunder with the ropes, that asshole Fitzroy might finally get what he deserved. It 
wasn't bad for a day's work. 

Although, of course, now he had a new concern on his mind. Like any other 
woman, Dr. Barlow might pick up on some unusual details that the rest of the male 
crew couldn't. And besides, she was a luminary, with all that science resting under her 
bowler hat. If anyone could find out or suspect anything about Deryn's little secret, it 
would be that scientist. 


"Great," Deryn murmured, grabbing the heavy trunk and running toward the ship. 
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SEVENTEEN 


The land frigate stood atop a distant promontory, her signal flags flapping in the wind. 


“This is going to be a problem,” Klopp said, lowering his binoculars. It's a thousand- 
ton frigate, Wotan class . It is a new experimental model that is small enough to reach a 
good speed and big enough to make mincemeat of us. 


Alek picked up Klopp's binoculars and raised them to his eyes. 

The Herkules was not the largest battle tank he had ever seen, but with its long 
eight-tonne legs arranged like a spider's, it really did look nimble. The row of chimneys 
suggested that a powerful engine was housed inside. 


‘What are you doing here on the Swiss border?' Alex asked. In the end 
has the war broken out? 
"It could be said that the war is waiting for us," Count Volger said. 


"See that turret?" Klopp pointed to the tall mast on the frigate's battery deck. There 
were two tiny figures on the platform that had been set up high. That watchtower does 
not belong to a standard equipment. 

"And the lookouts are looking that way: toward Austria," Bauer pointed out. The 
walker's cockpit was crowded, with the other three occupants arranged around Alek like 
a family portrait. | doubt they are posted there to protect us from invasion. 


"No, they're there so we don't get out," Alek said, lowering the binoculars. 
Because of me they know we're heading to Switzerland. 

Count Volger shrugged. 

"And where else could we go?" 

Alek supposed the earl was right. Every day the war was spreading more and 
Switzerland was the only country that remained neutral. It was the last place for fugitives 
and deserters to hide. But even so, it did not seem fair to him to have to go directly 
against that land frigate. They had been zigzagging back and forth across Austria for 
over a month, crawling through the woods for long hours each night. They had been 
chased, shot at, and even dive-bombed by an airplane. They had spent whole days 
collecting spare parts from the garbage and fuel from the machines of 
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farm and junkyards, to get enough materials for the Assault Walker to continue its 
advance. And finally, they had found a passage to safety and it turns out that they 
found it guarded by a giant metal spider. 
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The truth was that it seemed that the Herkules was not going anywhere anytime 
soon. A command tent slanted below its engines, where a six-legged cargo walker 
waited to bring in and bring in supplies and spare crew. 

"How far are we from the border?" Alex asked. 

"You're looking at it, sir," Bauer said, pointing to the other side of the frigate. "Those 
mountains are already in Switzerland." 

Klopp shook his head in concern. 

It's like they're on Mars. Going back and looking for another mountain pass will 
take us at least a week. 

"We'd never make it," Alek said, tapping the status indicator. 
kerosene. 

The needle on the manometer trembled at halfway point, with luck they would have 
enough for a few days. 

They had had a hard time getting fuel after the crazy thing Alek had done in Lienz. 
Mounted patrols swept the wagon tracks, and zeppelins patrolled the skies, all because 
he had behaved like a pampered, pampered child. 


But at least Volger had been right about one thing. Prince Alexander 
de Hohenberg had not been forgotten. 

"We can't get around them, so we'll have to go right where 
they are,” Alek decided. 

Klopp shook his head. 

"This tank is designed to carry out attacks from the stern, young lord. Their big guns 
are in the rear turrets and they can pummel us without 
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turn sideways. 

"| didn't say we have to deal with them," Alek said. Klopp and Volger stared 
at him, and Alek in turn was wondering why they were being so hard-headed. He 
sighed, "Before all this started, had any of you ever ridden in a nightwalker?" 


Klopp shrugged. 

"It's too risky.” In the Balkan Wars, all the battles of 
walkers were made in broad daylight. 

"Exactly," Alek said. However, we have crossed all of Austria in the dark. We 
have managed to master a skill that no one else even dares to practice. 


"You have specialized in walking at night," Klopp said and shook his head. 
My old eyes can no longer do it. 

"That's not true, Klopp. You are still the best pilot by far. 

—Maybe during the day. But if we have to run in the dark, you should 
You will be in command of the levers of the walkers. 

Alex frowned. Throughout the past month he had taken it for granted that old 
Klopp allowed him to drive so that he would gain practice. The idea that he had 
surpassed his old mechanics teacher was disconcerting. 

-Are you sure? 

“Completely sure,” Klopp said, slapping Alek on the back. And what do you 
think, Count? We have given our young Mozart enough practice in night walking. 
Well, we'd better put it to the test! 


They started the engines after sunset. 

The last rays still shone like pearls on the snowy peaks in the distance. 
However, long shadows stretched out from the mountains, shrouding the 
mountain pass in darkness. 

Alek's hands moved to the levers that controlled the walkers. 

Suddenly, a pair of searchlights came on on the frigate. They swept their light 
across the dark expanse of land, like bright knives tearing through the night. His 
hands left the controls. 

"They know we're here!" 

‘Nonsense, young sir,' said Klopp. Surely they have already noticed that we 
move at night. However, two sources cannot cover the entire border. 

Alex hesitated. There were always rumors that Germany had secret weapons: 
listening devices or machines that could see through fog and darkness with radio 
waves. 


"And if they have something other than lights?" 
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"Well, then we'll improvise," Klopp smiled. 

Alek watched the reflectors carefully. The path of the lights sweeping the 
valley did not seem to follow a particular pattern. Whether they managed to stay 
hidden would depend on sheer luck, something that didn't seem like enough. That 
plan had been his idea, therefore, the blame for any disaster that might occur 
would fall solely on Alek's head. 

She forced herself to put the thought out of her mind and remember her 
father's favorite line, from a Goethe poem: "The dangers of life are endless, and 
among them is safety." 

In reality, the real risk was to remain hidden in Austria. If they tried to avoid all 
risks, sooner or later, they would find them. He put his hands back on the controls. 


"Ready?" -asked. 

"Anytime, Alek." Count Volger pushed himself toward the upper hatch, 
resting your feet on the back of the pilot's chair. 

The tips of her boots struck Alek's shoulders, both at once: that one 
it was the signal to advance. 

Alek gripped the walker control tight and took the first step. 

Volger's boot pressed into his left shoulder lightly and Alek leaned the walker 
to the left. It was annoying to feel controlled like a puppet, but from above the 
count had a better view. 

"Now slow down," Klopp said as the walker leaned forward. The path went 
steeply down the hill and ended in the long, narrow valley that guarded the 
Herkules. short steps. 

Alek nodded and gritted his teeth as the walker slipped a bit going down the 
slope. 

“Let go of the rear anchor, Hoffman,” Klopp said over the intercom. 

There was the rattle of a chain uncoiling behind them. Alek felt the pull of the 
anchor as it dug into the roots and underground, dragging her along like a child's 
toy. 

"| Know it's annoying,” Klopp said. But it's the only way we have to not roll 
down if we fall. 

"I'm not going down,” Alek said, hands tense on the controls. 

With the engines running at quarter power, the huge feet moved slowly, as if 
they were walking on sticky ground. 

The moon was just beginning to rise, and through his visor Alek could see 
only a dark confusion of branches. Volger's boots flicked left and right in no 
apparent pattern, and the walker's feet kept catching on roots and undergrowth. It 
was like being driven 
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blindfolded and barefoot through a room littered with mousetraps. 

Eventually, they reached the valley floor and Klopp furled the anchor. Alek still 
couldn't see more than the branches whipping through the open visor, scattering 
leaves across the control panel. He didn't know if they were stirring the treetops above 
their heads, like a fish moving under the surface of a pond. 

His mind began to buzz with doubts. Perhaps it would have been better to choose 
a windy night to try that. Or why not wait for it to rain? Or to the darkness of the new 
moon? 


With a sudden clank of boots on metal, Volger dropped into the cockpit. 


—jSquat! 

Alek reached for the control panel, but Klopp's hands were faster and a hiss filled 
the cabin as the walker crouched through the trees. Moments later a blinding beam of 
light swept across them. The searchlights wandered there for a few seconds, then 
switched to the forest ahead, continuing their lazy path through the trees. 


"Let's move again." Now they're looking elsewhere,” Volger said. 
"I'm sorry but it may take a while," Klopp said, looking at the gauges. 


"Our engines barely work," Alek explained. Recovering the pressure from our 
knees will take time. 

He leaned back and spread his fingers, glad to pause. 
He was beginning to wish the frigate would see them and give chase. A good run 
would be better than crawling through the dark at a quarter of his speed. 

The trunk hatch opened and Hoffman stuck his head out. 

"Excuse me, gentlemen. But have you heard that? 

They all listened for a moment, and Alek's ears caught a rushing sound beneath 
the roar of the engine. 

"A stream?" -asked. 

Hoffman smiled. 

'A very noisy one, sir. Apparently louder than us. 

"Excellent," Alek said, sitting up. At half soeed, Professor Klopp? 


Klopp listened for another moment and then nodded. 


Soon, the walker was already splashing down the river, the noise of its engine 
mixing with the noise of the water. The moon was higher now, and the path shone 
ahead of them. Volger was still high up, watching the spotlights, but at least he was 
no longer on Alek's shoulders. 

The splashes of water were icy. Apparently the snow must be 
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melting in the mountains, even in early August. Alek wondered how long they should 
stay in the Alps. He had hoped that Volger's mysterious preparations would include 
a mountain lodge with a warm fire. 


The ground began to rise. They were almost nearing the top when the land frigate 
came to her guard. Alek reduced the engines to fourth gear and the Assault Walker 
was maddeningly lead-footed again. There was no other sound except the calls of 
the night birds, the splash of the gigantic metal feet, and the murmur of the water of 
the creek. 

Then a boot hit the back of his chair with a thump. 

"Volger!" What is...? 

Something flashed in the darkness ahead of them. Alek froze with the walker 
standing still in mid-step. The boy tried to see something in the darkness. 


-What | do? Do | stop the engines? -whisper. 

-No! Klopp said. If they see us, we'll need full power. 

Volger swung down from the hatch. 

—Germans! On foot, about a hundred meters ahead of us. They haven't seen us. 
Not yet, at least. 

Alek swore under his breath and flexed his hands on the controls. He didn't know 
which was worse, being seen or standing there, like a rabbit waiting for a hawk to 
swoop down on it. She leaned closer to the optical device, shading her hand over her 
eyes. Something metal flashed in the darkness, and then he heard a scream. 


"| think..." he started to say. 

The splashes of water shimmered white in the moonlight: a patrol of foot soldiers 
were crossing the stream, shouting. One of them knelt on the bank and raised his 
rifle. 

“.. they've seen us,” Alek finished as there was a crack. 

The bullet struck metal somewhere on the walker's body. 

"Prepare to shoot," Klopp yelled into the intercom. 

-No! Alek said as his hands fiddled with the controls. 

“Alek is right,” Count Volger said. These rifles may prick the ears of the frigate, 
but if we fire a cannon, then they will be beyond doubt. We have to pass between 
them. 

The engines began to roar below them and Alek pushed the levers on the walkers 
forward. The massive feet of the Assault Walker took long strides, splashed by the 
shallow water. 

They charged toward the creek, scattering the Germans like skittles. 
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A few bullets ricocheted off the armor as they passed, but Alek didn't bother to 
order the visor closed. Vision was far more valuable than security these days. 


They couldn't afford to stumble, make any mistakes, or they'd get caught. 
The moonlight revealed the trees, and the water shone in its course. Alek 
showed a growing smile on his face as he made the Cyk/ope run. Let's see if the 

frigate was able to catch them now. 
No one could walk at night like him. 
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EIGHTEEN 


First they saw the flares. 

They hissed across the sky, burning a match that spilled cold blue light into the 
darkness. The icy particles of water raised by the footsteps of the walker shone like 
scattered diamonds in the air. 

More flares flew overhead until the sky was lit by a dozen suns. 


Flares and fireworks, after all these weren't secret weapons. 

"Let's go into the forest!" Klopp yelled. 

Alek twisted the controls hard and the walker scaled the creek bank in a single 
step. Between the trees, the darkness was even deeper, the shadows were changing 
and seemed to dance as the flares were lit overhead. 


However, there were no more rifle shots, nor was the sound heard. 
thud of a cannon shot. 

"What is happening, Count?" Klopp yelled. 

"The frigate is turning," Volger also shouted back. Seems 
who does it sparingly. 

-Perfect! We have surprised them with cold engines,” said Klopp. 

"But why isn't he shooting at us?" Alek asked, turning the walker around a mound 
of bare rock. 

“Good question, young sir. Maybe they're trying to take you alive. 

Alex raised an eyebrow. 

"Well, at least it's reassuring." 

The ground sloped steeper below them and was putting the walker's engines to 
the test. As the slope became steeper, more spaces opened up between the trees, 
and they grew wider. It made walking easier, but Alek felt exposed in the nervous light 
of the flares. 


"Where will we be more covered?" Klop asked. 

Volger went down into the cabin. 

“It's all the same. 

-Because? 

"The frigate is not our most imminent problem." Volger crouched down next to 
Alek. Turn us around. You have to see them. And load that cannon! 
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he yelled through the abdomen hatch. 

Alek steered the walker in such a way that he made a tight turn. From the top 
of that unprotected slope, he could see the frigate on its hill, its eight legs flexing 
slowly in its awakening. Their turrets had already turned on themselves, but Alek 
could see now why they hadn't fired yet. 


Climbing up the slope behind them were a half dozen different walkers that 
Alek had never seen before. They were built on four legs and moved with a 
galloping gait like metal horses. In each of them rode a single crew member with 
the head and shoulders protruding like those of a centaur. The searchlights of 
each individual walker danced among the 
trees like fireflies. 

Their only weapons were small mortar tubes mounted on the rear of the 
machines. As Alek looked over, one of them billowed into a puff of smoke, firing 
another flare into the radiant sky. 

"Must be a new type of scout," Klopp muttered. 

"And perfect for tracking walkers like us," Volger said. 

Alex frowned. 

"But the mortars they carry wouldn't even get a scratch on us!" 

“They don't need to,” Klopp said, “as long as they keep us in sight. The frigate 
will get moving sooner or later. 

-So what we do? Alek said, holding the levers of the walkers in his hands. Do 
we take on them now while they're still warming up? 


Klopp thought about it for a moment. 

"No, we'd better keep moving." You may be able to get us to the border faster 
than they expect. 

Alek turned the walker around and started up the slope again. 
He heard that Volger was preparing the Spandaus. The scouting patrol pilots 
were only half armored. If they were fired a few bursts of submachine guns they 
would think twice before following too close. 

A sudden flash of red filled the walker's cabin, along with a 
choking cloud of smoke. Alek tried to see through that smoke. 

A still-ourning flare moved erratically across the floor. 

She covered her mouth with her fist and coughed. 

"Are they firing flares at us now? " Have they gone crazy? 

"It's a bit pathetic," Klopp considered. But this will force us to close the viewer. 


Alex nodded. The possibility of getting into the phosphorus cabin 
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burning made him nervous. He hardly needed to have the visor open, since the 
exterior was as bright as day. 

But there was something about it all that was strange to them. The sky was 
still lit a cold blue, and yet the flare he had failed to give them had lit a deep red. 


As the visor snapped shut, another flare rocketed past him, this one also red, 
missing the Cyklope 's target by a hair. Volger began firing with one of the 
submachine guns, filling the cabin with the roar of his gunfire and more smoke. 
Bullet casings rang off the metal deck, rolling back and forth under his feet as 
the walker staggered forward. 


Another red flare whizzed past him, spitting smoke and sparks. Alek's eyes 
were starting to sting and his vision was blurring with tears. 


"Otto, take over!" 


Klopp grabbed the controls and Alek reached blindly for his canteen. Water was poured over 
face, washing the smoke from his eyes. 
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A metallic noise echoed throughout the cabin. 

"Has it collided with something?" Alek asked, blinking the water away. 

Klopp shook his head. 

-| don't think so. It's bright enough out there! 

Alek's expression was one of concern, as he felt the machine roar under him. The 
walker's footsteps were steady as he climbed the slope, and all gauges and gauges 
blinked at their normal levels. 

Except for one of them: the tailpipe temperature had skyrocketed. 


He stood up and opened the top hatch. 

"Alek," Volger said, turning for a moment on his submachine gun. What are you 
doing? 

"Something's wrong." He pushed himself up. 

Cool air blew into his face and the unmuffled roar of the engines filled his ears. 
Keeping her head down, she peered into the forest. There were only trees and brush. 
Where had the scouting party gone? 

Then Alek saw one in the distance, speeding away. 

-But what...? he began to say, and immediately saw a reddish flash coming from the 
walker's rear exhaust pipes. 

He pushed himself up a bit more to see what it was. 

A hissing glob of phosphorus had become stuck to the engine lining. Still burning, it 
sent billows of clouds of smoke into the air. Alek looked up and saw the red column 
reaching up into the bright sky. 

"This is too much if they want to take me alive," he muttered and slumped down. 
again through the hatch. 

Count Volger stared at him. 

"I'm glad to see you've got your..." 

“Klopp! Alex yelled. Zigzag forward! 

The mechanics teacher hesitated and then began to zigzag the Cyklope at 
through the trees. 

"Turn harder, sir!" The last flare has reached us. It's stuck to the armor like a ball of 
mud and it's filling us with smoke! The others just looked at him and Alek exclaimed, 
"Those scouts are getting away as fast as they can!" 


Finally Klopp's face showed that he understood what was happening. He moved the 
walker to the left for a few long strides, then did the same to the right. 


That was the reason why the frigate had not fired yet. His gunboats waited until they 
had their target marked and his scouts were far enough away. 
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And now the Assault Walker was ready to be pummeled. 

Alek looked at the gauge on the rear exhaust pipe: it was still hot. That 
column of red smoke continued to rise above the trees. 

He turned to Klopp. 

"Is there a way to remove it?" 

-The match? The water does not work and will continue to burn with anything that 
Let's try to turn it off. We'll have to wait for it to go off on its own. 

"And how long does that take?" Volger asked. 

"It could perfectly be a half hour," said Klopp. It's time more than 
enough for them... 

A rumble echoed in the distance. 

Alek yelled a warning, but Klopp was already twisting the walkers, maneuvering 
the walker into a sharp turn. The machine scrambled through a clump of saplings 
and Alek grabbed the hand straps of the roof as he slipped on shell casings rolling 
across the metal deck. 

Then a sovereign "bouuum" rolled down the Cyklope. The sound shook Alek to 
the marrow of his bones and the world suddenly tilted from side to side. She hung 
from the hand straps, her feet dangling in the air. 

Klopp's hands never left the controls and somehow, though the walker wobbled, 
he instantly managed to regain his balance again. 

He swerved, narrowly missing a beech tree. Thick branches lashed at them, sending 
an explosion of leaves through the half-closed visor. 

"How long will it take to send us the next download?" Volger's voice was 
dry. 

"About forty seconds," Klopp said. 

"We have to get rid of that flare!" Alex yelled. Give me something so | can hit her! 


Volger shook his head. 
“It is too dangerous, Your Highness. 
Alek had to suppress a hysterical laugh as he flung open the pilot's locker. 


"Dangerous, Volger?" Compared to getting blown to pieces? 

"Then I'll do it," Volger said. 

Alek's hand closed on a sword he had never seen before. He took it out of the 
locker: it was an old cavalry saber, much heavier than the swords they fencing with, 
perfect for the job. 

"I've ridden walkers since | was ten, Volger," the prince said, strapping the sheath 
onto his belt. 


Volger put his hand on Alek's shoulder. 
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"This sword is two centuries old!" Your father... 

"You can help us," Alek said. Reload the submachine guns in case 
explorers return. 

Without waiting for an answer, he pushed himself up to the roof and went outside. 


Once perched on top, tree branches whipped into his face and the machine 
swayed under him like a runaway horse. Klopp was doing his best zigzag. The hot 
metal of the engine casing burned Alek's fingers even through his pilot's gloves. 


The signal flare was stuck between the walker's exhaust pipes, which were 
hissing and spitting with increasing intensity from the speed of the machine. Red 
smoke was billowing out, spreading as it rose into the bright sky. Alek drew his 
saber and gripped it with one hand, holding the scabbard with the other. He raised 
his sword high, then brought the blade down with all his might. 

The flare cracked and split open under his blade, but all he did was make it 
glow brighter, like a burning log being stirred with a poker. Alek raised the sword 
again and saw the flames running along its blade: the fire was glued to the metal! 
The boy swallowed hard at the thought of what would happen if that infernal 
substance stuck to someone's skin. 

Lights flickered through the trees. Alek looked up and caught a glimpse of the 
frigate in the distance, smoke billowing from her guns. As she knelt for a better 
hold, the roar of the cannon followed them with the belated speed of sound. 
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"A FAMILY HEIRLIST SAVES THE HEIR". 


A few long seconds later, the bullets found their mark. The shock wave struck 
his ears, spraying dirt across his face and lifting the walker under him. 


Alek felt the huge feet of the machine hit the ground again, and the walker 
wobbled like a newborn foal. He opened his eyes, just in time to duck and avoid 
a tree branch that was about to hit him on the head. 


Now there was no sound except the hissing that echoed in his ears and his 
eyes stung with debris and smoke. But he could feel Klopp righting the walker 
and retaking control. 

They would now be within range of the frigate. Each time they fired, the shells 
would land closer. Alek hunkered down again and raised his saber to slice 
through the sticky flare, sending sparks and angry clouds of smoke into the air. 
Embers fell from the blade of the weapon onto his uniform, scorching his leather 
pilot jacket like hot coals. He smelled his own hair singeing in the heat. 

The retreating scouts fired a final volley of flames at the Assault Walker. Alek 
ignored the shots, which almost hit him, and kept hitting the flame. 


Finally, he managed to release a large chunk, which clung to his saber like 
honey to a stick. He waved the blade back and forth against the wind, but it only did 
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fan the flame 


Alek swore. The frigate's guns would be loaded again in a few seconds. There was 
only one thing left for him to do. He crouched down, holding on with one arm wrapped 
around an exhaust pipe. 

"I'm sorry, Father," he whispered, throwing the ancient saber as hard as he could into 
the forest. 

He kicked several times at the last bits that were burning and still dangling. 
from the walker's armor plating, then crawled toward the open hatch. 

“Klopp! he yelled down. Go straight as fast as you can! 

Alek glanced back before getting into the walker. The ancient relic continued to burn 
back there among the trees, sending red smoke into the air. The frigate's gunners would 
think the walker would have staggered to a halt or fallen after the last salvo. With any luck, 
they would fire at that spot a few times before sending the scouts out to reconnoiter the 
ground. 

And when this happened, the walker would already be miles away. 

As the adrenaline drained from his body, Alek began to feel the pain. 

His hands and knees were chafed and burned, and the skin of his uniform smelled like 
charred meat. He hoped Volger had something for burns in his stash of family heirlooms 
and useless secrets. 

Alek climbed down the hatch, and seeing him, Volger's eyes widened, realizing that 
his hair was singed and his uniform was on fire. 

"Are you alright?" 

"I'm fine," he said, plopping into the commander's chair. We must keep moving forward. 


The mountains looked higher and higher through the viewfinder. The border couldn't 
be far now and the sky ahead of them was clear of flares. Very soon they would be 
surrounded by the pleasant darkness. 

The frigate's guns rumbled again, but their shells burst far behind them, barely 
hindering the Assault Walker's path. The Germans were still shooting at his father's sword. 


Alek smiled: that relic was too much for his secret weapons. 
He allowed his eyes to close. After a month of running, | was finally able to rest. Maybe 


his life would start to make sense again, when the Cyklope had reached a safe place. 


| didn't want any more surprises for a long time. 
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NINETEEN 


“I'd like to see your bees, Mr. Sharp. 

Deryn looked up wearily from her sketchbook and put the pencil away. 

She had just finished her last watch of the day, four nervous hours of keeping an 
eye out for any German ships, but Dr. Barlow never seemed to sleep. He looked 
well-groomed in his traveling coat and bowler hat, and Tazza bounded past the 
scientist, always happy to explore the ship. 

"My bees, ma'am?" 

“Don't be annoying, Mr. Sharp. | am referring, of course, to the bee colonies on 
the Leviathan. Do you always draw while shaving? 

Deryn looked down at the hilt of the razor tucked into her mug, remembering 
that half her face was covered in foam. He was afraid that at some point someone 
would pass through his open cabin door and suspect a ruse. But after a few minutes 
he had tired of pretending in front of the mirror. Even copying sketches from the 
Manual of Aeronautics chapter on thermal inversions was more interesting than 
pretending to shave. 

He wiped his face with a towel. 

"This is the life of a cadet, ma'am." And always studying... and taking for a walk 
visiting scientists, of course. 

"Of course," said Dr. Barlow sweetly. 

During the two days he had been aboard he had covered every inch of the 
airship, dragging Newkirk and Deryn from deck to deck, to the top, and even through 
the colonies of Huxleys in the whale's guts. It is not that they were plugging all the 
work into her, what happened is that only two cadets remained on board, due to the 
weight of the thylacine, Dr. Barlow's pet, their numerous luggage and the mysterious 
cargo secured in the room of machines. 

Deryn missed having the other cadets around, at least to share the work of 
taking altitude readings and feeding the fléchette bats. The only cool thing, aside 
from the fact that that asshole Fitzroy was gone, was that Deryn and Newkirk each 
had a private cabin. However, it seemed that Dr. Barlow's studies did not include 
the subject of privacy. 


"Come on, Tazza," Deryn murmured, reaching for the beast's leash as she 


went into the corridor. 
He led Dr. Barlow to the aft stairs that led up to the deck. 
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top of the gondola. The riggers and sailboats slept up there, though Deryn couldn't 
understand how they did it. The airbeast's gastric canal filled the air with a stench 
akin to rotting onions and cow farts. 

Off-duty lookouts lounged in hammocks slung on either side of the corridor, 
some of them coiled up with their hydrogen trackers for warmth. The aerobeast 
was traveling at an altitude of over eight thousand feet, thankfully too high for the 
German planes that had been harassing them all day, and the air up there was 
as cold as a brass monkey's bottom. 


Neither of the riggers looked at Dr. Barlow or the thylacine as they passed. 
The ship's officials had announced that anyone who commented or complained 
about the passenger would be sued. After all, this was no time for naval 
superstitions. The day before, Germany had declared war on France and today 
had invaded Belgium. The rumor was that Britain would go to war tomorrow 
unless the Kaiser stopped all this mess at midnight. And, in reality, nobody 
believed that this was going to happen. 

At the hatch to enter the Leviathan's bowels, Deryn lifted Tazza into her arms 
to climb up. In the cold, narrow space between the hoverbeast and the gondola, 
the ventral camouflage cells glowed a dull silver hue, blending in with the color of 
moonlit snowy peaks. The Swiss Alps loomed below them. Deryn estimated that 
the Leviathan was a third of the way to its destination, in the Ottoman Empire. 


Tazza jumped from his arms and climbed curiously to explore the strange 
mixture of smells: excrement from the gastric canal, the bitter almond smell of 
hydrogen leaks, and the scent of the aerobeast's skin. 

Deryn followed the animal, climbed into the belly, and once inside knelt down 
to extend a hand to Dr. Barlow. They paused for a moment in the warm darkness, 
their eyes adjusting to the green gloom of the firefly light. 

“I'll take this opportunity to remind you not to smoke, doctor. 

“Very funny, Mr. Sharp. 

Deryn smiled and scratched Tazza's head. On the Leviathan they weren't 
allowed to light a single flame anywhere. Matches and firearms were kept locked 
up, and the airmen's boots were rubber-soled to prevent static sparks. But 
according to regulations, passengers were to be reminded of the smoking rules 
whenever the crew deemed it necessary. Even if these were fancy scientists and 
even if reminding them of the utterly obvious happened to bother them. 


Going forward, Tazza walked even closer to the ground, always a little nervous 
inside the whale. They walked on an aluminum walkway, despite the 
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The walls of the gastric canal were alive, warm and throbbing as it digested, 
illuminated by worms. The hydrogen bladders above them were taut and 
translucent, the entire ship bloated in the poor high-altitude air. 


a 


«IN THE BOWELS OF THE SHIP». 


As they approached the bow, an increasingly intense hum was heard: there 
were millions of tiny wings stirring the air, extracting the nectar collected that day 
over France. Going a little further, the walls were covered with a fluttering mass 
of bees, their round little bodies buzzing above Deryn's head, bouncing softly off 
her hands and face. Tazza gave a little hiss and pressed harder against her legs. 


Deryn could understand the thylacine's nervousness. When he first saw the 
hives, he thought they were weapons, like bombardier hawks or fléchette bats. 
However, the Leviathan's bees didn't even have stingers. As the chief scientist 
was often fond of saying, they were simply a method of extracting fuel from 
nature. 

In summer, the fields the airship flew over were full of flowers, each containing 
a tiny particle of nectar. The bees collected that 
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nectar and turned it into honey. Then the bacteria in the airbeast's gut gobbled it 
up, spewing farts of hydrogen. It was a brainiac strategy: there was no point in 
creating a new system when you could borrow it from one that evolution had 
already perfected. 

A bee paused questioningly in midair in front of Deryn's face. Its body was 
downy and yellow, its upperparts as shiny and black as dress boots, and its 
wings blurred. He stared at it to memorize its shape and draw it later. 


"Hello, animal. 

"Did you say something, Mr. Sharp?" 

Deryn waved away the curious bee and turned away. 

"Do you wish to see anything in particular, ma'am?" 

Dr. Barlow was putting on a black veil nicely under her bowler hat, like 
a scientist at a funeral. 

“My grandfather made one of these species. He wanted to try his handiwork. 

"Your grandfather?" Dr. Barlow must have been much younger then than she 
appeared. 

“You seem surprised, Mr. Sharp. Honey is edible, right? 

-Yes ma'am. Mr. Rigby made all of us cadets try a little. 
Fitzroy put on a show of grimacing his face and Newkirk nearly spit it out. But the 
truth is that its flavor is as good as that of natural honey. 

Deryn drew her razor and plunged it into the large hexagonal comb, catching 
a bit of honey on the blade. He offered the knife to Dr. Barlow, who took it in one 
finger, then slipped it under her veil to her mouth. 


—Mmm... It tastes like honey. 


“It's mostly water,” Deryn said. With a pinch of carbon for flavor. 


Dr. Barlow nodded. 

“A very astute analysis, Mr. Sharp. But he's frowning. 

"Excuse me, ma'am. But did you say that your grandfather was a Darwinian? It must 
have been one of the first. 

Dr. Barlow smiled. 

-Yes it was. And he was very fascinated by bees, especially he was interested 
in how they were connected with cats and clovers. 

"With the cats, ma'am?" 

"And the clovers, yes." He noticed that red clover blossoms are abundant 
near cities and rare in the country.” Dr. Barlow ran her finger along the knife to 
taste a little more honey. You see, in England most cats live in cities, and cats 
eat mice. These same mice, sir 
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Sharp, attack bee hives for their honey. And red clovers can't grow without bees to 
pollinate them. He follows me? 

Deryn raised an eyebrow. 

“Hmm, I'm not entirely sure, ma'am. 

"But it's very simple. Near the cities there are more cats, fewer mice, and thus more 
bees, so there are more red clovers. My grandfather was very talented at realizing these 
relationships in the form of a network. You're frowning again, Mr. Sharp. 


"It's just that he seems to have been a rather eccentric gentleman." 
"Some do." Dr. Barlow laughed. But sometimes eccentrics notice things that other 
people don't. For example, you should sharpen the blade of your razor very well. 


Deryn swallowed. 

"My blade, ma'am?" 

The scientist reached out and grabbed Deryn's chin. 

“She has both sides of her face equally smooth. But didn't | interrupt him half-shaven? 


As Dr. Barlow waited for an answer, the hum of beehives roared in Deryn's head and 
the walkway seemed to tilt under her feet. She had been a fool fooling around with razors. 
That's how she'd always been caught with lies: making things too complicated. 


“1...l'm not sure what you mean, ma'am. 

"How old are you, Mr. Sharp?" 

Deryn blinked. Words did not come out. 

"With skin this fine, not even sixteen," said Dr. Barlow. maybe fourteen? Or are you 
younger? 

Deryn caught a glimpse of hope. What if the scientist had guessed the wrong secret? 
He decided to tell her the truth: 

"Almost fifteen, ma'am." 

Dr. Barlow released her chin, shrugging. 

"Well, I'm sure he's not the first guy to come into the Armed Forces a bit young. Your 
secret is safe with me.” He returned the knife. 
You see, my grandfather's great achievement was this: if you remove one element, the 
cats, the mice, the bees, the flowers: the whole network is altered. An archduke and his 
wife are assassinated and all of Europe goes to war. If a piece is missing it hurts the 
puzzle, whether it's in the natural world or in politics or here in the guts of an airship. 
You seem like a clever crewman, Mr. Sharp. | would hate to lose him. 

Deryn nodded slowly, trying to take it all in. 

"| agree with you, ma'am. 
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"Besides"—a slight smile played playfully on Dr. Barlow's lips—"knowing your 
little secret makes it easier, | wish | could tell you about mine." 


Before Deryn had a chance to wonder what she meant by those words, she 
noticed a distant chiming echoing above the roar of the hives. 


"Have you heard that, ma'am?" -she said. 


"The general alarm?" Dr. Barlow nodded sadly. I'm afraid so. 
It will surely be that Britain and Germany are finally at war. 
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TWENTY 


The alarm sounded in a sequence of three tones: it was the signal for an air raid. 
"| must hurry, ma'am. Will she be able to return to her cabin alone? Deryn said 
quickly. 
“I'm afraid not, Mr. Sharp. | must watch my cargo. 
"But...but...we're on alert," Deryn stammered. You can't go to the engine room! 


Dr. Barlow took Tazza's leash from her hands. 

“This shipment is more important than your rules, young man. 

But the passengers must stay... 

"And cadets must be sixteen." Dr. Barlow nodded. 
waved off. Didn't he have to go to some kind of battle station? 

Deryn grumbled, but decided to give up and turned away. Have done 
what she could: for her, the scientist could hang herself from a window if she wanted. 

Deryn ran to the main gondola on the metal walkway that trembled under her feet. 
The airship's corridors were filled with crew members running in all directions. He 
dodged a squad of men in gastric uniforms and made his way to the hatch leading 
from the bowels, slipping halfway down to get a look outside. 


In the icy wind, between the gondola and the aerial beast, an unknown sound 
rumbled. It wasn't the hum of the drive engines, but the nasty roar of clanker 
technology. A moonbeam reflected in the distance in a winged form, with an iron 
cross painted on its tail. After all, German planes could reach that altitude. 


Deryn finished hopping down, landing with such force that her teeth chattered. 
The cadet battle station was up there with the bats, so he needed a flight suit if he 
didn't want to freeze. 

Deryn kept her uniform in the cabin, but there was always a spare among the riggers’ 
bunks. He moved through the crowd of men and hydrogen trackers, looking for a 
uniform with a pair of gloves in the pockets. | didn't have time to look for glasses; Dr. 
Barlow's stubbornness had already cost him too much time. 


For a moment, as she buttoned her overalls up to her neck, Deryn felt dizzy. The 


agitation from the impending combat was added to the anguish of knowing that Dr. 
Barlow had almost discovered his secret. The scientist had 
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He promised not to tell anyone, but he still didn't know the whole story, at least 
not yet. With that sharp look, sooner or later he would discover the truth. 


Deryn took a deep breath and shook her head to clear her mind. Was not 
time to think about secrets. The war had finally broken out. 


He tugged on the safety rope to test its strength, then headed for the hatches 
that led to the bolting. 

At least half a dozen flying machines were chasing the Leviathan. 

It was difficult to count them as they kept at a distance to protect themselves 
from the bomber hawks and their anti-aircraft nets. 

Deryn was already halfway to the top, climbing fast through the frigid wind. 
Manufactured men and animals crowded into the arrow-studs, and the ropes 
weighed down on the membrane. 

He heard the drive engines reverse direction and the world began to tilt. As 
the blimp turned, Deryn found herself below again, dangling, clutching the arrows 
with both hands. Crewmen around him were swaying in their safety harnesses, 
but Deryn's carabiner was free from his belt. 


-Damn! she exclaimed, looking down at her sore hands. Surely Mr. Rigby 
was right when he recommended the use of safety carabiners in battle. He 
swung his feet and caught the ropes with one leg to free himself from one hand. 
The airship swerved, and above her, a homing lizard lost its grip. He brushed 
past her as she fell and heard her blurt out random words in a hideous mix of 
human voices. 

Deryn looked away from the poor beast: her fingers had found the snap hook. 


He secured it to a rope and let himself hang from the harness, resting the sore 
muscles in his hands. 


A roar filled the air with increasing intensity. 


At a distance of half a kilometer, a clanker machine was approaching at high 
speed. In each of its wings an engine roared and the aircraft left behind twin 
trails of smoke. Its broad bat wings spread and turned on themselves as the 
plane approached. 

The machine gun began to fire, skimming the Leviathan's flank. 

Men and beasts ran everywhere to dodge the bullets. Deryn watched as they 
caught up with a hydrogen tracker, struggling in agony against the bolts, finally 
falling into the void, flailing violently. The glowworms torn under the skin by the 
shells flashed bright green. 


The plane kept approaching the aircraft with a loud roar. Deryn got loose 
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the harness and slid down as fast as he could. The bullets rippled the membrane 
just above his head, like stones hitting water. The strings trembled in his hands and 
trembled with the pain of the 


aircraft. 


Finally the machine gun stopped firing and the plane moved away. In the dark, 
however, a bright spark ignited: the gunner had lit a match canister. He held up the 
contraption, billowing sparks and smoke, as the plane turned to head back toward 
the Leviathan. 

Deryn clung to the ropes, but she couldn't climb anywhere. The bitter almond 
scent of hydrogen filled his lungs. The entire airship was about to explode. 


Then the beam of a searchlight illuminated the darkness. A flock of falcon 
bombers wearing flak nets followed the arc of their trajectory. The bright ropes 
hung from the harnesses of the birds, which flew as if they were carrying a web. 
The falcons turned and flew in formation, spreading the light pattern in the plane's 
path. 

The machine crashed into the web, which engulfed it, spilling spider acid made 
by its tails. In a few seconds, the acid burned the wings, the structures 
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metal and meat. Pieces of the plane were thrown violently as the wings scissored 
into the air. 

The crew of the clanker plane, the deadly match canister, and a hundred 
pieces of metal fell over the snowy peaks. 

From the airship's flank there was a deep burst of joy and everyone raised 
their fists as the machine plunged into the void. The riggers quickly went to work 
repairing the membrane, but some men still hung motionless in their harnesses, 
either lifeless or badly injured. 

Although Deryn was not a doctor, and should be at the top by now, it took her 
a long time to start climbing again, past those bloody bodies. 


There were more planes out there, she reminded herself, and the fléchette 
bats must be fed. 


The upper part was full of crewmen, machine gunners, and trackers crazed 
with the smell of spilled hydrogen. 

Deryn kept a distance from the crowded dorsal area and began to run along 
the soft lateral membrane to the side. He thought that, after receiving that hail of 
bullets, the aerial beast would not notice the footsteps of a small cadet. 


Leviathan 's crew was counterattacking now, machine guns vibrating 
anchored to the spine and engine pods, searchlights guiding the falcon bombers 
in the dark. But what the blimp really needed was more fléchette bats in the air. 


When he got to the bow, Newkirk and Rigby were already there, hastily 
throwing handfuls of food at the bats. Some riggers had joined them to fill in for 
the missing cadets. 

The bosun glared at her and Deryn exclaimed, 

"She was with the scientist, sir!" 

"| figured so." He tossed her a bag of food. They caught us off guard, huh? 
Who would have thought that these bloody clankers would be able to fly at this 
height! 

Deryn began throwing grain and fléchette as fast as she could. most of 
bats was already in the air in the middle of that tumult. 

"Get down, boys!" someone yelled. One is coming! 

A plane was coming towards the bow with a great roar. Deryn dove to the 
ground, landing hard on a fléchette that had strayed. The main machine gun fired 
a burst, shells whizzing past his head. A flock of frightened bats took flight in the 
wake of the projectiles. 
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Deryn looked up. The machine gun had hit its target. The plane lurched and 
the engine cleared its throat. Then it soun around and began to spin out of 
control, crumpling like a piece of paper in the hands of a giant. 

There were cheers from the top of the airship, but Mr. Rigby didn't stop to 
celebrate. He got up, ran over to Newkirk, and attached his lanyard to the cadet's. 


"Come on, Sharp!" -shout-. Get hooked! We have to go forward. 

Deryn jumped to her feet, ran after them, hooking her lanyard to Newkirk's. 
The boatswain led them away from the dorsal area and up the steep bow slope. 
There were still a hundred bats pretending to be sick in their nests, but tonight 
the Leviathan needed all its beasts in the air. 


The skin on the bow was tougher than on the flank as it had been designed 
to withstand storms and gusts of wind. Deryn's boots slipped on the compacted 
surface, and the weight of the sack of food made her lose her balance. 

He swallowed hard: at the front of the aerial beast, ropes and arrows were sparse 
and far apart. 

The slope was getting steeper. Soon Deryn could see all the way to the 
blinkers in the whale's eyes, keeping it from being distracted and protecting it 
from bullets. 

Another plane roared behind them, its machine gun firing into the port engine 
pod. The noise of gears screeched in the frigid air, and in response beams of 
light from two searchlights followed the plane across a dark, shadowy sky. 


Deryn realized to her horror that the searchlighters had forgotten to change 
the color of the light beam to red to signal to the bats that it was time to launch 
their fléchette. They were leading the flock directly into the path of the clanker 
plane. The bats themselves weren't very heavy, but the metal spikes in their 
stomachs could bring down the plane. The bloodcurdling screams of the poor 
creatures were louder than the noise of broken engines and splitting wings. 


As Deryn watched the plane plunge, she slipped. The ground moved under 
his feet. 
"We're plummeting, boys!" yelled Mr. Rigby. Grab what you can! 


Suddenly the snowy mountains appeared before them and Deryn's stomach 
turned over. The airship had never descended so fast! Deryn dropped to the 
ground, her fingers searching for something to hold on to. The sack of food 
slipped, scattering figs and fléchette into the night sky. 
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He kept slipping... falling. 
Then the safety rope tightened, pulling Deryn to a halt. He looked up to see Newkirk 
and Rigby huddled in a nest cavity, bats flying overhead. 


He took refuge in the warmth of the cavity. It was full of bat dung and 
old fléchette , but at least there was something to hold on to. 

"Glad to have you join us, Mr. Sharp," Newkirk said, smiling. 

Like a crazy person-. Fantastic, right? 

Deryn frowned. 

"Since when is he so brave?" 

Before she could answer, the world spun under her feet again. 

‘We've lost an engine,’ said Mr Rigby. 

Deryn closed her eyes to listen to the heartbeat of the airship. It seemed weak. was flying 
at a very odd angle and the airflow around them was turbulent. 

You could still hear the roar of clanker planes in the dark (and from the noise, there 
were probably two of them) and few bats were visible in the beams of Leviathan's 
searchlights. The beasts fluttered helplessly in the night sky, too frightened by gunfire and 
fighting to fly in formation again. 


"We need more bats up there!" yelled Mr. Rigby, hastily uncoiling a rope from his belt 
to replace the rope connecting Deryn and Newkirk with another fifty feet long. There's a 
big cavity below us, Sharp. Go downstairs and see if you can raise any more damned 
creatures.” She put her sack of food into Deryn's hands. Make sure they have eaten 
before they leave. 


"And |, what do | do?" Newkirk complained. 
It seemed that the battle suited him wonderfully, while Deryn was about to vomit. 


"You'll have to wait until we find a longer rope," Rigby said, 
he was still busy with the strings. | don't want to lose my last two cadets. 

Deryn scrambled to the edge of the cavity, trying not to think about the mountain 
peaks that were getting closer. Had the airship lost too much hydrogen to stay aloft? 


He put that thought out of his head and cautiously lowered himself toward a dark 
crack in the beast's skin. The roar of a clanker engine seemed closer, but Deryn dared 
not look away from her hands and feet. 

There were only a few meters left... 

Behind her, a machine gun opened fire and Deryn pressed against the Leviathan, 
whispering through closed eyes: 
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"Don't worry, little beast. I'll get those assholes off you. 

The flash from the searchlights pierced his closed eyelids and the machine roared 
away, leaving behind a trail of foul-smelling smoke that mingled with the hydrogen 
billowing from the dirigible. 

On the last stretch, Deryn dropped, her boots barely clinging to the edge of the 
hole. He grabbed the rope hard, swung in, and landed on his knees. 


The cavity was empty. There were no bats left. 

"Damn," Deryn cursed under her breath. 

The ground moved under his feet. He turned and looked around. The horizon 
was tilted. The mountains had disappeared and in their place a cold and starry sky 
could be seen... The Leviathan was gaining altitude again! 

He came out of the cavity. Now that the airship was climbing again, the slope it 
had descended was practically level. Rigby and Newkirk had come outside with their 
harnesses attached by a long rope. 

"No luck, sir," Deryn called. | think they're all gone! 

"Then let's go, boys." Mr. Rigby turned and started up the back. Let's get off the 
bow before it plummets again. 
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"MASSACRE IN THE BACK AREA". 


The three of them uncoiled the safety ropes to their full length, waking the last 
remaining bats as they climbed. Deryn climbed as fast as she could. If the blimp kept 
turning like that, being on top was no longer a good idea. 


The last two planes hovered some distance away, and Deryn wondered what 
they were waiting for. A few falcon bombers were still in the air, but their nets were 
broken. There was only one searchlight on: the crewmen were trying to group the 
fléchette bats into a single flock. 

In the dorsal area, the situation was worse. A team of mechanics was 
disassembling the forward machine gun. Wounded men were everywhere, and so 
much hydrogen had been spilled that the searchers were in a frenzy. Bullets had 
riddled the whale's massive harness. 

Deryn knelt beside a wounded man, still clutching the strap of a hydrogen tracker. 
The animal howled, looking away from its master's pale face. Deryn took a closer 
look. The man was dead. 

Deryn began to shake, but she didn't know if it was from the cold or the horror of 
the battle. She had only been on board for a month, but she felt as if her family had 
been killed and her house burned down before her eyes. 

Then the unmistakable roar of the clanker engines was heard again and all eyes 
turned to the dark sky. The last two planes were approaching together to attack the 
aircraft once more. 

Deryn wondered what the crew of those two machines must be thinking. They 
had seen their companions fall. They sure knew they were going to die. 

What kind of madness made them think that killing the Leviathan at all costs was so 
important? 

The single searchlight illuminated their trajectory and one of the planes vibrated 
in the air. The small black shadows of the bats darted against the wings of the plane, 
which dipped sharply. An impassive part of Deryn's brain watched the change in 
airflow around the wings: before long the plane would twist and plunge... 


He turned around as the plane burst into flames. 


But the roar of the other engine was getting closer. 

-Damn! It intends to crash into us! Mr. Rigby yelled as he ran forward to get a 
better look. 

Someone swore at the forward machine gun. Her compressors were failing again, 
but there were other machine guns firing from farther in the stern. Suddenly, all the 
searchlights came back on and lit up the night, 
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and the approaching plane flashed like a ball of fire in the sky. 

Tiny black wings fluttered in the beams of the searchlights and the plane 
shuddered and lurched as it collided with the bats. But somehow he managed to 
Carry on. 

Finally, about thirty meters away, the machine began to spin on itself in the air. 
The wings folded up and their pieces shot out in all directions. The gunner's cab 
detached, but the gun continued to fire. The propeller detached from the engine and 
spiraled into the sky like a crazed insect. 

Deryn felt a tremor under her feet; he removed one glove and knelt down to 
touch the icy dorsal scales with the palm of his hand. The airbeast made a strangled 
groan. Debris from the disintegrated plane had collided with the Leviathan and 
ruptured the membrane. Deryn closed her eyes. 

One little spark and they would all turn into a ball of fire. 

He heard a scream. Mr. Rigby was tottering on the sloping flank, his 
hands on stomach 

"They've hit him!" Newkirk yelled. 

Rigby took a few wobbly steps and fell to his knees, bouncing slightly on the 
membrane. Newkirk ran after him, but instinct kept Deryn from moving from where 
she was. 

The entire ship pitched forward and plummeted again, and everything to her 
around him was impregnated with the smell of hydrogen. 

Mr. Rigby slid along the flank, carried away by the force of the 
gravity and then began to roll. 

Deryn stepped forward and saw the rope that linked him to the others on the ground. 

-Damn! 

If the bosun fell, he would drag Newkirk with him, and Deryn would be pulled like 
a fly on a frog's tongue. He looked around for something to hold on to, but the arrows 
on his feet were worn and worn. 

"Newkirk, come back here!" 

The boy paused for a moment, watching Mr. Rigby slide down. 

Then he understood what was happening and turned around, but it was too late: the 
rope that linked him to Rigby had gone taut. 

Desperate, Newkirk looked at Deryn as he reached for the knife. 
which he wore on his belt. 

-No! Deryn yelled. 

Then he realized what he had to do. 

He turned and began to run in the opposite direction, hurtling down the opposite 
flank of the airship. Dodging men and trackers as the membrane fell, Deryn leaped 
with all her might into the night sky. 
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The jolt of the rope hit her like a punch to the stomach, and the safety harness sliced 
into her shoulders. She curled up into a ball as her body hit the membrane on her flank and 
she gasped. 

Deryn bounced to a stop, then began to slide up along the airbeast's flank. Rigby must 
have pulled Newkirk and the weight of the two men was dragging her back towards her 
upper back! 

He tried to grab several ropes until he finally managed to grab one and stopped. But 
the safety rope pulled hard and the harness took her breath away. 


Then the rope went slack, and Deryn looked up in terror. Was it broken? Had Newkirk 
cut it? 

In the dorsal zone, there was a squad of riggers who were holding their rope and pulling 
with all their might on something that was on the other side of the ship. They were bringing 
Newkirk and the wounded bosun on board. 


Deryn breathed in relief with her eyes closed. She clung tightly to the arrows, trusting 
that her hands would hold and she would not fall into the dark void. But when the blimp 
heeled over again, he looked down and realized that two hands weren't enough. 


They all rushed into the void. 

The Alps loomed before them, approaching at breakneck speed: the highest peaks 
were only a few meters from them. A blanket of snow covered all but a few crags, dark and 
sharp as teeth waiting patiently for their arrival. 

Jack. 
The wounded Leviathan was slowly hurtling towards the ground. 
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TWENTY-ONE 


The old castle stood on a rocky slope; against its half-crumbling walls, the wind had driven 
up drifts of snow under its huge, gloomy windows, which were now illuminated by the moon. 
The ice that covered the battlements shimmered in the cold, crystalline air, their jagged 
outlines blending with the rocks looming behind. 


Alek turned away from the viewfinder. 

-What is this place? 

—Do you remember your father's trip to Italy? asked Count Volger. 
When you were looking for a new hunting lodge? 

"Of course | remember," Alek said. You accompanied him and there were four 
splendid weeks without fencing lessons. 

"An indispensable sacrifice." Our real goal was to buy this pile of old stones. 


Aleksandar examined the castle with a critical eye: a pile of stones 
old was the exact definition. More than a fortress, it seemed like a landslide. 


“But that was two summers ago, Volger. When did they start planning my escape? 
“The day his father married a commoner. 


Alek ignored the offense towards his mother; arguing about his lineage now made no 
sense. 
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"And no one knows this place?" 
"Look around you." Count Volger turned up the collar of his fur coat. 
This castle was abandoned at the time of the Great Famine. 
"Six centuries ago," Alek murmured, his breath condensing in a spiral in the moonlight. 


—At that time the Alps were warmer. There was once a prosperous city up there.” 
Count Volger pointed to the pass between the mountains ahead, a vast expanse that 
glowed under a nearly full moon. But a few centuries ago, that glacier swallowed the 
entire valley. Now it is a desolate land. 

"I'd rather a desolate land than another night in this machine," Klopp said, shivering 
in his fur coat. | love my walkers, but I've never liked living inside them. 


Volger smiled. 

"This castle offers unexpected comforts, you'll see." 

"It's enough that it has a fireplace," Alek said, resting his cold, tired hands on the 
controls. 


From the inside, the little castle didn't look too bad. 

The roofs, under the blanket of snow, had recently been repaired. The outer walls 
were half collapsed, but the stones in the courtyard were solid and could perfectly support 
the weight of the Storm-Walker lumbering through the gate. Vast amounts of firewood 
had been piled against the inner walls, and the stables were filled with supplies: smoked 
meat, grain barrels, and carefully arranged military supplies. 


Alek noted the endless rows of cans. 

"How long are we going to be here?" 

"Until this madness ends," Volger said. 

By "madness" he obviously meant war. And wars can last for years... even decades. 
Snowflakes snaked through the open stable doors and across the ground, and August 
had just begun. What would that be like in the dead of winter? 


"Your father and | thought of everything," Volger said, obviously pleased with himself. 
We have medicines, furs, a room full of weapons, and an excellent wine cellar. We will 
not lack for anything. 

“A bathtub would have been nice,” Alek said. 

"| think there is one." 

Alex blinked. 

"Now that's good news." And how about some servants to heat the water? 


Volger pointed to Bauer, who was already chopping wood. 
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“He has us, Your Highness. 
“You are more family than servants,” Alek said with a shrug. In fact, my only family. 


“You are still a Hausburg. Don't forget it. 

Alek glanced at the Assault Walker crouched in the courtyard. 
On his chest was a plaque with his family crest: a two-headed eagle made of mechanical 
parts. During his childhood, Alek had always been surrounded by that symbol: on the flags, 
on the furniture, even in the pockets of his dressing gown, reassuring him of who he was. 
But that symbol that long ago ratified his identity, was now a source of despair. 


"Yes, a good family," he said bitterly. | have been disowned ever since 
i was born. And five weeks ago my great-uncle ordered the murder of my parents. 

"We can't be sure that the emperor is behind the murder." How much 
you...” The count paused. 

"What's wrong, Volger?" Alek was in no mood for mysteries. | 
He promised that when we got to Switzerland he would tell me all his secrets. 

"Yes, but | thought we wouldn't make it," Volger admitted quietly. | guess the time has 
come for me to know the truth. Come with me. 

Alek glanced at the other men, who were already unloading the walker in the dark. 
Apparently, it was a secret that couldn't be revealed to anyone else. 


He followed Volger up a stone stairway that ran up the inside of the wall and led up to 
the castle's only tower: a modest circular parapet jutting out of the rocks, lower than the 
roofs of the stables but with a magnificent view. from the valley. 


Alek understood why Volger and his father had chosen this place. Five men and a 
walker could defend it against the attack of a small army, if they were discovered. The frigid 
wind was already covering the walker's giant footprints with snow and erasing any trace of 
his footsteps. 

Volger, hands deep in his pockets, watched the glacier. 

"Will you allow me to be frank?" 

Alex smiled. 

"| beg you to put aside your habitual tact." 

"| will," Volger said. When his father decided to marry Sofia, | was one of those who tried 
to talk him out of it. 

"So | have to thank you, since | owe my existence to your lack of persuasion." 


"You're welcome." Volger bowed politely. You have to understand, Alek, we were just 
trying to keep the relationship between your father and your uncle from breaking down. He 
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heir to an empire cannot marry whomever he pleases. Obviously her father didn't listen to 
anyone and the only thing he gave us was a compromise: a left hand marriage. 


"A polite way of saying it." The official term was marriage. 


morganatic, a word that sounded like sickness to Alek. 
"But there are several ways to regulate these types of contracts," Volger added. 
Alek nodded slowly as he remembered his parents’ promises. 
—My father always said that sooner or later Francisco José would end up 
giving. | was not aware of how much the emperor hated my mother. 
-No, it was not. But his father was aware of something more important: that a 
The simple emperor is not the one who has the last word on these issues. 
Alek miro from Volger. 
-What does it mean? 
—During a trip we took two summers ago, we not only visited old 
castles. We went to Rome. 
"Are you intentionally trying to be unclear, Count?" 
"And have you forgotten your family history, Alek?" Before the Austro-Hungarian Empire 
existed, who were the Hausburgs? 
"Rulers of the Holy Roman Empire," Alek recited. 
diligently-. From 1452 to 1806. And what does that have to do with my parents? 
"Who crowned the Holy Roman Emperors?" 
Who pronounced the formula that attributed their powers to them? 
Alex narrowed his eyes. 
"Are you telling me, Count, that they met with the Pope?" 
"Only his father." Volger took a leather case from his coat pocket. The result of the 
interview is that he obtained a dispensation, a modification of your parents' marriage 
agreement. On one condition: that his father keep it a secret until the death of the old emperor. 


Alek stared at the case. The skin was beautifully carved and decorated with cross-shaped 
keys from the papal seal. But still it was too small an object to change so much. 


“You're kidding. 
“It is signed, witnessed, and sealed with lead. By the power of God, he names you his 
father's heir.” Volger smiled. Something more impressive than some gold bars, right? 


"A single document is enough to give me an empire?" | do not believe you. 

-If you want you can read it. In fact, your Latin is much better than mine. 

Alek turned, holding on to the parapet. The sharp edge of a broken stone cut his fingers. 
Suddenly, he gasped. 
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"But... this all happened two years ago?" Why didn't you tell me? 

Volger snorted. 

“Aleksandar, you don't trust a child with the greatest secret of the Empire. 

A little boy... Suddenly, the reflection of the moon in the snow grew brighter, Alek closed 
his eyes and thought about his whole life. He had always been an impostor in his own home: 
a son to whom his father could leave nothing, an heir whose distant relatives wished he had 
never been born. Even his mother: she was the cause of everything. It had cost Alek his 
mother an empire, and in the back of his mind that fact had always driven them apart. 


How could the chasm that had always defined her life suddenly disappear? 


The answer was that, in fact, it had not disappeared. The void was still there. 


"It's too late," Alek said. My parents have died. 
"And that makes him the rightful heir to the throne." The earl shrugged. Your great-uncle 
may not know about this letter, but that doesn't change the law. 


"No one knows anything!" Alex exclaimed. 

-| wish it were true. But you have seen for yourself how obstinately they have persecuted 
us. The Germans may have discovered it.” Count Volger shook his head slowly. | imagine that 
Rome is full of spies. 

Alek picked up the case and clenched it tightly in his fist. 

"So, this is why my parents..." For a moment, she wanted to throw him off the battlements. 


"No, Alex. Your father was murdered because he was a man of peace and the Germans 
wanted war. You are nothing more than a postscript. 

Alek took a deep breath, trying to get used to the new reality. She had to think back to 
everything that had happened in the last two years: all the plans her father had made, knowing 
this. 

Strangely, what worried him the most was a small detail. 

"All this time you've been treating me like... 

"The son of a lady-in-waiting?" Volger smiled. —- It was necessary to pretend. 

"Congratulations," Alek said slowly and calmly. His contempt couldn't be more convincing. 


"lam yours truly." Volger took Alek's hand in his and bowed. And you have proven yourself 
worthy of your father's name. 


Alek withdrew his hand. 


"So what do we do with this... piece of paper?" How do we give it to 
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meet people? 

"No way," Volger said. We will keep your father's promise 
and we will say nothing until the emperor dies. He's old, Alex. 

“But while we hide, the war continues. 

-l'm afraid so. 

Alex turned around. The frigid wind was still hitting her face, but she hardly noticed it. 
All his life he had wanted an empire, but he had never imagined that the price would be so 
high. Not only the lives of his parents, but also a war. 

He remembered the soldier he had killed. In the next few years there would be 
thousands of deaths, tens of thousands of deaths. And he couldn't do anything but hide in 
the snow, with a piece of paper in his hands. 

That frozen and desolate land was now his kingdom. 

"Alek," Volger murmured as he took hold of his arm. Listen... 

“I think I've heard enough for today, Count. 

"No, no, listen. do you hear? 

Alek looked at him, sighed, and closed his eyes again. He could hear Bauer chopping 
wood, the wind blowing, and the creaking of the cooling metal parts of the Cyklope Walker . 
And from somewhere, almost imperceptible..., a noise of engines. 

He suddenly open his eyes. 

-Planes? 

Volger shook his head. 

"Not at this altitude." He leaned over the parapet and surveyed the hollow as he 
muttered. It can't be that they followed us. It ca n't be. 

But Alek was sure that the noise was coming from the air. Her eyes narrowed, trying to 
see through the frigid wind until she made out a silhouette taking shape in the moonlit sky. 
But what he saw didn't make any sense. 

It was something gigantic, like a battleship soaring across the sky. 
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TWENTY TWO 


"It's a zeppelin!" Alex yelled. They have found us! 

The count looked up. 

“It's an aircraft, sure. But that noise is not that of a zeppelin. 

Alek frowned and listened more carefully. In addition to the distant hum of the engines, there 
were other sounds, shimmering and absurd: squawks, hisses, and squeals, like a menagerie of 
animals on the loose. 

The aircraft did not have the symmetry of a zeppelin: the bow was longer than the stern, and 
the surface was blotchy and uneven. Around her, clouds of tiny winged shapes flew, and her skin 
emanated an unearthly green glow. 

Then Alek saw those gigantic eyes... 

-Holy God! he exclaimed. 

It was not a machine, but a Darwinian creation! 

He had seen monsters, of course, talking lizards in the fashionable salons of Prague, a draft 
animal on display in a traveling circus; but nothing as gigantic as that. It was as if one of his war 
dolls had come to life, a thousand times bigger and more incredible. 


"What are the Darwinists doing here?" he muttered. 

Volger pointed a finger. 

"It looks like they're escaping from some danger." 

Alek's eyes followed the direction Volger indicated, and he saw the jagged trails of shell holes 
on the creature's flank, lit a deep green. The rigging that hung from her sides was full of men: some 
wounded, others repairing the damage. And next to him, climbed things that were not men. 


As the blimp passed just overhead, Alek made as if to hide behind the parapet. But the crew 
seemed too busy to notice what was below them. The airship turned slowly as it entered the valley 
and dropped below the level of the surrounding mountains. 


"Is that unholy thing descending?" Alex asked. 

It seems they have no choice. 

The huge creature soared toward the white expanse of the glacier, the only place big enough to 
land. Although she was injured, she was falling slow as a feather. Alek held his breath for the long 
seconds they hung above the snow. 


The impact was gradual. In the wake of the aircraft skidding on the snow 
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white clouds rose and her skin rippled like a flag in the wind. Alek saw some men fall 
to the ground, from the stern, but at this distance it was impossible to hear them 
scream, though the air was cold and crystal clear. The airship skidded on, further and 
further away, until its dark silhouette disappeared behind a white cloak. 


"We are in the highest mountains in Europe, and the war reaches us here too," 
Count Volger pointed out, shaking his head. What a world we live in! 


"Do you think they've seen us?" 

"In the midst of all that chaos?" | don't believe it. And these ruins are not visible 
from a distance, not even when the sun shines.” The count sighed. Although, just in 
case, it will be better not to light any fire. And we will organize guard shifts until it is 
go. 

"And if they don't go away?" Alex said. What will happen if they can't leave? 

"Then they won't survive long," Volger said flatly. There is no food on the glacier, 
— no shelter, and no fuel for a fire. Ice only. 


Alek turned and looked at Volger. 

"We can't let those castaways die!" 

“May | remind you that they are our enemies, Alek. Just because the Germans are 
persecuting us doesn't mean that Darwinists are our friends. There could be a hundred 
men aboard that airship! Enough to take the castle, perhaps.” Volger's voice softened 
as his eyes searched the sky. Let's hope they don't come to your rescue. If a plane 
flew over us in broad daylight it would be a disaster. 


Alek looked once more towards the glacier. The snow that had been kicked up by 
the impact was settling again around the aircraft, which lay listing on its side like a 
stranded fish on sand. He wondered if Darwinian creatures died of the cold as quickly 
as natural beasts. Or like men. 

A hundred of them out there. 

He looked down at the stables: there was enough food for a small 
army. And medicines for the wounded, and furs and firewood to keep them warm. 

“We can't stand here and watch them die, Count. Whether they are enemies or not. 

"Have you not heard me?" Volger yelled. You are the heir to the throne 
of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. You owe it to the Empire, not to those men out there... 

Alex nodded. 

“| can't do much for the Empire at the moment. 

-Not yet. But if you stay alive, you will soon have the power to stop this madness. 
Do not forget: the emperor is eighty-three years old and the war is 
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merciless with the old. 

As he spoke these last words, Volger's voice cracked, and suddenly even he looked 
older, as if the last five weeks had crashed down on him. Alek swallowed his answer, 
remembering what Volger had sacrificed: his home, his rank, to be hunted and harassed, 
to spend sleepless nights listening to signals on the radio. And now that they were safe, 
this obscene creature was falling from the sky and threatening to overthrow a plan thought 
for years. 

No wonder Volger preferred to ignore the aerial beast dying on the ground. 
snow a few kilometers from them. 

"He's right, Volger." Alek took his arm and pulled him away from the cold and windy 
parapet-. We will watch and wait. 

"They'll probably get that unholy beast repaired," Volger said as he 
They were going down the stairs. And they will leave without looking back. Do not doubt it. 

In the middle of the courtyard, Volger suddenly stopped Alek and looked at him with a 
deeply pained expression. 

"If we could, we would help them." But this war could leave everything in ruins 
the continent. You understand it, right? 

Alek nodded and escorted the earl into the great hall of the castle, where Bauer was 
stacking the firewood inside the fireplace. When he saw that the meal was about to be 
prepared, Volger let out a weary sigh and informed the others about the crashed airship: 
another week without fire and long, cold night watches. 

But eating in a castle, even if it was cold, was a pleasure after all those meals crammed 
inside the Cyklope Walker's iron belly. The pantries contained luxuries neither of them had 
enjoyed for weeks: smoked fish for starter, and nuts and peach in syrup for dessert. The 
wine was excellent, and when Alek volunteered for the first watch, the others drank to his 
health. 


No one said anything about rescuing the airship crew. Perhaps the other three thought 
that the monstrous creature would take flight again. They had not seen the shell holes in 
their flanks or the men hanging wounded and lifeless from the rigging. Instead, they talked 
like soldiers about how to defend the castle from an air attack. Bauer and Klopp were 
arguing over whether the Assault Walker's cannon could be raised high enough to hit a 
blimp. 

Alek listened and watched. He had slept most of the day and taken control at sunset, 
when Klopp's old eyes had closed as usual. It was almost midnight and until before dawn | 
would not be sleepy. However, the others were exhausted from the long journey and the 
bitter cold. 


When they fell asleep, Alek walked quietly to the parapet. 
The airship was a dark bulge against the uniform white of the ice. Now 
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it seemed smaller, as if it were slowly deflating. There were no fires or lights to be 
seen, just the strange glow she had noticed earlier. Tiny points of light moved 
among the wreckage, like green fireflies hovering over the wounds of the giant 
creature. 

Alex shuddered. He had heard terrible stories about the creations of the 
Darwinists: creatures half tiger, half wolf, mythological monsters brought to life, 
animals that spoke and even reasoned like human beings, but without souls. 

They had told him that they had even created unholy beasts that were possessed 
by evil spirits and became the incarnation of evil. 

But he had also been told that the Emperor was a wise and good man, that the 
Austrians loved him, and that the Germans were his allies. 

Alek descended the tower stairs and crept past the sleepers, toward the pantry. 
It was not difficult for him to find the first-aid kits: eight bags with red crosses. He 
took three of them, and instead he took no food. He would think about it later, in 
case the blimp couldn't fly again. 

He had to dress up as a commoner, so Alek discarded the furs and put on the 
shabbiest coat he could find. From the weapons room, he retrieved a Steyr 
automatic pistol and two eight-shot magazines. It was hardly the kind of weapon a 
Swiss villager would carry, but Volger was right about one thing: this was still a 
war, and the Darwinists were the enemy. 

Finally he picked up a pair of snowshoes. Alek wasn't sure if the contraption 
would help him walk, but seeing them had enthused Klopp because they reminded 
him of his campaigns in the mountains during the Balkan War. 

The iron latch on the castle gate slid silently to the side, and the massive gate 
swung open with a single push. It was so easy to go outside and throw their hard- 
won security into the frigid wind. 

But, of course, he felt much nobler doing it than staying in hiding, waiting to inherit 
an empire. 

After walking half a kilometer through the snow, Alek realized that he had finally 
he had managed to slip away from his old fencing master. 


The snowshoes looked ridiculous: they looked like tennis rackets strapped to 
their boots. But they worked: they kept her feet from breaking the fragile surface of 
the ice and sinking into the floury snow. Sliding with long strides he followed the 
tracks of the Assault Walker, until he was far enough away that his trail was not 
visible from the castle walls. 

The smooth, nearly even surface of the glacier was easy to traverse, and within 
an hour | could hear the screams of the Darwinists working on the injured airship. 
He climbed up the side of the valley until he came to a ledge overlooking the great 
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silhouette. 


Alek leaned over the edge and was stunned by what he saw. 

The remains of the airship looked like a piece of hell seething in the middle of the snow. 
Flocks of winged creatures crowded around the cavities of the 
deflating gas bag. The crew roamed the hide of the great beast, accompanied by strange two- 
nosed, six-legged dogs that traced and scratched at every bullet hole. The green lights that he 
had seen from the castle covered the entire creature. They crawled, like glow worms on meat 


dead. 

And that stench! Of cabbage and rotten eggs, and an unsettling salty smell much like the 
smell of the fish he'd had for dinner. Alek wondered for a moment if the Germans were right after 
all. Those unholy beasts were an insult to nature itself. Maybe it was worth fighting a war to get 
rid of them. 


"A BIG SILHOUETTE ON THE SNOW". 


And yet Alek couldn't take his eyes off the creature. Even lying wounded she seemed 
powerful, more legendary than man-made. 
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Four searchlights came on, illuminating one of the beast's flanks. 
Then Alek understood why it had rolled over on one side during the impact: the nacelles 
dangling from the bottom had broken loose as they smashed into the snow. 


Steeling herself, she descended the glacier and headed for the unlit side of the 
creature. Few men were working in that area, although the damage did not seem less 
serious. Alek moved slowly into the darkness, trying to make as little noise as possible. 


As he moved stealthily along the flank of the ship, the glow 
green seemed to spill on the ice. Surely the beast was dying. 

It had been crazy to think that he could help. Maybe | should leave the 
medicines anywhere and return... 

Then, in the shadows, he heard a faint wail. 

Alek cautiously approached the sound and felt the air around him grow warmer. 
Stomach churned. It was the heat that emanated from the body of the creature still alive! 
Fighting nausea, he took a few steps forward, trying not to look at the green lights 
beneath the beast's skin. 

A young flier lay in the darkness, huddled against the creature's flank. 

His eyes were closed and his nose was bleeding. 

Alek crouched down beside her. 

He was just a boy, with fine features and auburn hair. His flight suit collar was 
smeared with blood, and in the dim green light his face was pale as a dead man's. He 
had probably been on the ice for hours, since the moment of impact, and the heat from 
the gigantic creature had kept him alive. 


Alek opened one of the medicine cabinets and searched among all the bottles for 
inhaling salts and rubbing alcohol. 

He brought the salts up to the boy's nose. 

"Crazy spiders!" the boy exclaimed in a cracking, high-pitched voice. 
as her eyes widened. 

Alek frowned, wondering if he heard him correctly. 

-Are you okay? he ventured to say in English. 

"My roof is a little mixed up," the boy said, rubbing his head. He sat up slowly, looked 
around, and his glazed eyes grew even wider. Demons! We've gone downhill, haven't 
we? The poor beast looks like a bloody castaway. 


"You're full of blood, too," Alek said as he opened the bottle of alcohol. 


He moistened a bandage and held it close to the boy's face. 
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-Oh! Enough! The boy removed the blindfold and sat up straight; now his gaze seemed 
sharper. He eyed Alek's snowshoes suspiciously. 
By the way, who are you? 

"I've come to help." | live near here. 

"Near here?" In the middle of this damn snow? 

"Yes," Alek cleared his throat, thinking about what to say. The lies had not 
never been his forte. In a town, if you can call it that. 

The boy narrowed his eyes. 

"Wait a minute... you sound like a clanker!" 

"Well... | guess so." In this part of Switzerland we speak a German dialect. 

The boy looked at him again for a moment, sighed, and rubbed his head. 

“Of course, you are Swiss. The fall must have stunned me. For a moment | thought 
that you were one of those caraculos that have brought us down. 

Alex arched an eyebrow. 

"And I've landed here to treat your nose that won't stop bleeding, right?" 

"| told you I'm a little groggy," the boy said, snatching the alcohol-soaked bandage from 
Alek's hands. She pressed it against her nose and winced. But thanks for worrying. Lucky you 
came, otherwise my ass would have frozen. 


Alek looked at him in surprise, wondering if the boy always spoke that way or was he 
stunned by the shock. Even bloodied and bruised, he behaved with an odd cockiness, as if it 
were normal for him to crash into a giant airship every day. 


"Yes," Alex said. Freezing your ass is a real bummer. 
The boy smiled. 
"Will you help me up?" 
Alek gave him a hand and helped him up. When the boy, still insecure, 
He rose to his feet, bowed triumphantly, removed a glove, and held out his hand. 
—Cadet Dylan Sharp, at your service. 
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TWENTY THREE 


Deryn waited for the strange Swiss boy to shake his hand. After hesitating for a moment, he 
finally gave it to her. 

"My name is Alek," he said. Nice to meet you. 

Despite the pain in her head, Deryn smiled. The boy was about his age, with auburn hair 
and strong but pleasant features. He was wearing a fur coat that had surely been elegant at 
one time, but now looked worn. His dark green eyes were moving restlessly, as if he was 
about to run off in those ridiculous boots. 


It's all very strange, Deryn thought. 

-Sure you're okay? Alex asked. 

His English was impeccable, despite the clanker accent. 

"Yes, | think so," Deryn said. 

She kicked the ground to steady herself, wondering when that dizzy feeling would go 
away. His head was in a daze, that was true. 
She couldn't remember the exact moment of impact, only the fall: the snow getting closer, 
the blimp listing to one side and crushing her if she hadn't climbed so fast. 


Deryn looked down at her lanyard: it was distended and frayed, but still attached to the 
bolting. Surely it had been swept away by the snow while the aerobeast skidded. If the blimp 
had heeled over a little more, it would have been flattened like a greasy blob under the whale. 


"I'm a little dizzy, that's all," he added, looking at the bullet-oocked membrane. The bitter 
almond smell of the pouring hydrogen further confused his thoughts. But I'm not half as bad 
as the poor beast is. 


"Yeah, your ship looks awful," Alek said. He was looking at her with wide eyes, as if he 
had never seen a manufactured creature before. Perhaps that explained the uneasiness in 
his eyes. Do you think you can fix it? 

Deryn took a few steps back to get a better look at the wreck. 

There was practically no one working on the starboard flank. But in the dorsal area, the 
silhouettes of the men were silhouetted against the beams of light from the reflectors 
projected towards the sky. The gondolas must have ended up on the other side of the wreck, 
so the repair work would have started there. 

Deryn knew she had to rush to help and try to figure out what had happened to them. 
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happened to Newkirk and Mr. Rigby, but his hands were too weak to climb. As she lay 
unconscious, the cold had penetrated her bones. 

"It will cost, but I think so." His eyes surveyed that desolate land. 
Although | don't think it's good to stay here for long! Maybe your people could help us. 


The boy put on a circumstantial face. 

“My town is quite far from here. And we don't know anything about airships. 

"No, of course, | imagine so. But there's a lot of work here. We'll need a lot of ropes and 
maybe spare parts. The engines on this side must be smashed. You Swiss know about gears, 
right? 

"I'm sorry but we can't help you" Alek got off his back a few 
of the bags with the first-aid kits. Although | can give you this. For the wounded. 

He offered the bags to Deryn. He opened one of them and looked inside: bandages, 
scissors, a thermometer in a leather case, and a dozen small bottles. Whoever the people of 
Alek's village were, they knew how to provide for themselves on the mountain. 

"Thank you," he said. Where did you get it? 

"Sorry, | have to go." The boy took a step back. they wait for me in 
House. 

"Wait, Alex! she yelled, startling him. If he lived in that place, surely he was not very used 
to outsiders. But she couldn't let him go like that. Just tell me where your town is. 


"On the other side of the glacier." Alek pointed to the horizon, in no direction. 
concrete— Quite far from here. 

It seemed to Deryn that he was hiding something. It was evident that to live in a frozen 
and desolate land like that, one had to be a little out of the loop. Or was it perhaps outlaws? 


"Seems like a strange place to build a town,” he said cautiously. 

“Well, let's just say it's not a big town. It's just me and... my family. 

Deryn nodded slowly, still smiling. Now Alek changed history. 
That town... did it exist or not? 

Alek took another step back. 

“Listen, | really shouldn't have gone that far from home. | was out hiking when | saw the 
ship go down. 

-Tour? Deryn said. With all this damn snow? at night? 

-Yeah. | usually go hiking on the glacier at night. 

"With medicines?" 

Alex blinked. 

"I'm wearing them because..." He paused for a long moment. Um... I'm sorry but | don't 
know how to say it in English. 
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-How do you say "what? 

—| just told you: / don't know! She turned around and began to slide on her funny big 
boots. | have to go. 

Clearly Alek's story was a pack of lies. And surely the ship's officers would want to know 
where it had come from. Deryn started to follow, but her feet broke the brittle surface of the 
ice and snow filled her boots. 


"Damn it!" —he exclaimed and then he understood the reason for those huge boots 
—. Don't go, Alex! We need you! 

The boy stopped reluctantly. 

-Listen. I'll get you what | can, okay? But don't tell anyone you've seen me. Don't come 
looking for my family, it's not a good idea. We don't like strangers, we can be dangerous. 


-Dangerous? Deryn asked. 

They were probably fugitives, or worse. He reached into his pocket and reached for his 
command whistle. 

"Extremely dangerous," Alek said. You have to promise me that you won't tell anyone 
that you saw me! OK? 

He stood there, his green eyes locked on hers. Deryn held her breath, trying to hold 
back the intensity of that gaze. His stomach tingled, like when he looked at his opponent 
before a fight. 

"You promise me?" Alex asked again. 

"| can't let you go, Alek," he said quietly. 

"You can't what?" 

"| must notify the ship's officers of your presence." They'll want to make you some 
questions. 

Alek's eyes widened. 

—Are you going to interrogate me? 

"I'm sorry, Alex. But if there are dangerous guys around, my duty is to notify the officers.” 
He held up the first-aid kits. You're smugglers or something, right? 


"Smugglers!" What nonsense! Alex said. We are very decent people! 

—lf you are so decent —says Deryn—, why are you telling me this joke? 

"| was just trying to help!" And | don't know what a troll is! exclaimed the boy and 
He blurted out something nasty in German. 

He turned on his huge boots and headed off into the darkness. 

Deryn took the command whistle from her pocket. The icy metal seared her lips as she 
played a rapid sequence of notes through the cold air, alerting her to the presence of an 
intruder. 
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She put her whistle back in her pocket and hurried after him, paying no attention 
to the snow that was accumulating inside her boots. 

"Wait, Alex! Nobody is going to hurt you! 

Alek didn't answer and kept skating. But Deryn heard shouting behind her, and 
the sound of hydrogen tracers on the bolting. When they heard the intruder alarm, 
the beasts would jump like rabbits fleeing a fire. 

"Stop, Alex!" | just want to talk with you! 

The boy glanced over his shoulder, fear flashing in his eyes as he saw the 
trackers. He let out a panicked cry and slowed to a stop. He turned back to Deryn. 


Deryn ran as hard as she could to get there before the trackers. Was not 
The beasts had to scare poor Alek to death. 

-Wait! -shout-. There is no reason to... 

Her voice cracked as she saw what Alek was holding in his hand: a black metal 
pistol that gleamed in the moonlight. 

"Are you crazy?"he yelled as he breathed in the bitter smell of hydrogen. 

The mere spark of a shot was enough to set the air on fire and make the 
blimp turned into a huge ball of fire. 

"Don't come any closer!" Alex yelled. And make those... things go away! 

Deryn stopped and watched the trackers leap toward them in the snow. 

-| would do it if | could. But | don't think they listen to me! 

The gun shifted from her to the trackers, and Alek squeezed his grip. 
Jaw. 

-Do not do it! Deryn yelled. We will all burn! 

But Alek had already raised one arm and was aiming at the nearest beast... 

Deryn lunged forward and pressed her body against the gun. A bullet was nothing 
compared to burning to death. She grabbed Alek by the shoulders and dragged him 
with her to the ground, across the snow. 

Deryn's head hit the ice with a thud, making her see stars. Alek fell on top of her 
and the barrel of the gun caught between her ribs. 
Deryn closed her eyes waiting for the explosion and the pain. 
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Alek was trying to free the gun and Deryn was pressing it closer and closer to her 
body. The fight was sinking them into the snow and Deryn cut her cheek on the ice. 


-Let go! Alex yelled. 

Deryn's eyes widened and she stared at Alek, who froze for a moment. 
instant. Then Deryn spoke in a slow, clear voice. 

-Do not shoot. The air is full of hydrogen! 

| don't want to shoot anyone. | just want to go! 

He started to fight again, the pistol digging deeper and deeper between Deryn's ribs, 
making her cry out in pain. He put a hand on the pistol, intending to move the barrel out 
of the way. 

There was a hoarse growl and a tracker planted its long snout in Alek's face. The 
boy froze again, and fear made his face pale. 

Suddenly, they were already surrounded by those animals, which exhaled a smoky 
breath when panting. 
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"All right, little beasties," Deryn said calmly. Can you step back a bit, please? You're 
scaring our friend and we don't want him to pull the damn trigger, right? 


The nearest tracker cocked its head and let out a small howl. 

Deryn heard screams: the crew calling to the beasts. The green shadows of glow worms 
danced around him. 

Alek sighed and felt his muscles go slack. 

“Drop the gun,” Deryn said. Please. 

"| can't," Alek said. You're squeezing my fingers. 

"Oh." Deryn realized she still had her hand in Alek's. Well, if | let you go, you won't 
shoot me, will you? 

"Don't be an idiot," Alek said. If | wanted to, | would have shot you already. 

"Did you call me an idiot? " Damn brat! You nearly blew us up! 

Don't you know how hydrogen smells? 

"Of course not," he said, looking at her indignantly. What a stupid question. 

Deryn returned her gaze but released her hand. The boy dropped the pistol and 
stood up, eyeing the men around him suspiciously. Deryn got to her feet and brushed 
the snow off her flight suit. 

-What's going on here? came a voice in the darkness. 

It was Mr. Roland, chief rigger. 

Deryn waved. 

“Cadet Sharp reporting, sir. | lost consciousness on impact, and when | woke up, this 
boy was next to me. He gave me these bags, | think they are full of medicine. He lives 
around, but he doesn't want to say where. 
| was trying to stop him for questioning and he pulled out a gun, sir! 

Deryn knelt down, picked up the gun, and proudly handed it to Mr. Roland. 

"But | managed to disarm it." 

"You didn't disarm me," Alek muttered and turned to Mr. Roland. Of 
Soon, his gaze had stopped trembling. | asked you to let me go! 

-Oh yeah? Mr. Roland examined Alek closely, then 
he looked at the gun. Austrian, right? 

Alex nodded. 

-I think so. 

Deryn stared at Alek. Was he a clanker after all? 

-Where did you get it? asked Mr. Roland. 

Alek sighed and crossed his arms. 

—From Austria. You behave in a ridiculous way. | have come to bring you medicines 
and you treat me like an enemy. 

As he spoke the last word, one of the trackers barked. Alex 
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He stepped back and looked at the terrified animal. 

Mr. Roland laughed. 

"Well, if you've only come to help, | guess you have nothing to do." 
worry. Follow me, young man, we'll get to the bottom of the matter. 

"And what about me, sir?" Deryn asked. | was the one who captured it! 


Mr. Roland looked at her the way all technical officers looked at mere cadets: 
like dirt stuck to the bottom of their shoe. 

"Well, why don't you take all those bags to the scientists?" Let's see what they 
can do with them. 

Deryn opened her mouth to protest, but the word "scientist" reminded her of Dr. 
Barlow. Shortly before the impact, he had gone to the engine room. 
Full of junk and loose parts, it wasn't the ideal place to be during the fall. 

"Aye, sir," Deryn said, running toward the ship. 

Quickly apologizing to the half-deflated aerial beast, he clung to the arrows and 


began to climb. His hands felt weak and shaky, but turning the huge creature all the 
way around would have taken him forever with how tilted it was. 


He climbed up while trying to get out of his head the doubts that 
woke up that strange boy. 
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TWENTY FOUR 


By the time he reached the back, Deryn had a much better view of the mess. 

On that side, men and beasts were everywhere, and four searchlights cast their 
shadows to monstrous proportions. The main gondola lay tilted: one half suspended from 
the harness, the other half resting on the snow. 

He sped down the arrows and landed running. 

Inside the gondola, the decks and bulkheads were tilted to starboard, like a haunted 
house filled with upside-down furniture. Everywhere there was a smell of hydrogen and the 
oil lamps had gone out, the chaos lit only by the faint sickly green glow of glow worms. Men 
shoved up and down the sloping walkways, filling the air with insults and orders. 


Deryn pushed her way through them, expecting to see Newkirk or Mr. Rigby. 
They were hanging on the side of the airship that was now facing the sky, so they couldn't 
have been crushed... 

But the bosun seemed badly wounded. What if he had died before 
Will the airship hit the snow? 

Deryn buried that thought and kept running. His first duty was to locate 
the scientist and she was already late. 

He came to a stop in front of the engine room and flung the door open. 
That place was chaos. With the impact, a large number of boxes of spare parts had fallen, 
and the floor was littered with shards and bits of metal. 
They glowed in the light of a worm lamp that hung from the ceiling. 

"Ah, Mr. Sharp," said a voice. At last it appears. 

Deryn sighed, partly relieved and partly remembering how annoying Dr. Barlow could 
be. She was in a corner of the room, bent over the box that contained her mysterious cargo. 


Tazza stepped out of the shadows and hopped happily on her hind legs to 
catch up with Deryn, who greeted her by stroking her ears. 

"I'm sorry | kept you waiting, ma'am." Deryn pointed to her spotted neck. 
of blood from his flight suit. I've had a little accident. 

“We've all had an accident, Mr. Sharp. | thought that was obvious. AND 
now, will you give me a hand, please? 

Deryn showed him the bags with the first aid kits. 

"Excuse me, ma'am, but I've come to ask you..." 
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"The time factor is of the essence, Mr Sharp. I'm sorry but your question will have 
what to expect 

Deryn started to argue, only to realize that Dr. Barlow's box had been opened at the top. 
Heat rose from within, dispersing into the frigid air in small clouds of steam. There was 
packing straw everywhere: the purpose of that mysterious trip to Constantinople was about 
to be revealed. 


"Well, | guess so," Deryn said. 
He made his way across the sloping floor, careful not to slip on the straw and bits of 
metal. Tazza bounded beside her as if she had been born on the slope of a mountain. 


It took him a while to make out the contents of the box in the shadows. But as his eyes 
adjusted to the darkness, twelve round shapes materialized in the dim light of the worm lamp. 


"Ma'am... are they eggs?" 

"Well, yes, and they're close to hatching." Dr. Barlow patted Tazza's head and blew out 
a sigh. Or at least they were. Almost all have broken. The journey has not been as smooth 
as you promised, Mr. Sharp. 

Deryn took a closer look at them and saw that from the cracked shells a 
yellowish liquid. No, it hasn't. But what are these eggs? 

"Despite the unpleasant situation we find ourselves in, this remains a military secret." Dr. 
Barlow pointed to the four eggs nearest her. It seems that these are still alive. And if we want 
them to stay warm, we'll have to keep them warm. 


Deryn raised an eyebrow. 

"Do you want me to sit on top of them, ma'am?" 

"A lovely image, but no." Dr. Barlow dug her hands into the straw and pulled out two 
small jars that emanated a pinkish light. 

They looked like the bottles of phosphorescent algae that cadets threw to measure 
altitude. 

As Dr. Barlow waved the canisters, their light grew brighter, steaming into the frigid air. 
So, he put them back in the straw. 
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"The electric radiator was broken by the impact, but these bacteriological heaters should 
be enough to keep the eggs alive, at least for now. The trick is to always keep them at the 
right temperature, which isn't easy.” He pointed to a jumble in one corner of the box, where 
red droplets trembled among pieces of broken glass. You will have to pick up the remains of 
that thermometer. Be careful with mercury; it is quite poisonous. 


"Would you like a new one, ma'am?" Deryn rummaged inside one of the bags Alek had 
given her. Turns out | have some. 
"Do you have thermometers?" The scientist blinked. You are really helpful, Mr. Sharp. 


"Glad to help you, ma'am." Deryn handed her one and opened another of the doors. 
bags— | think | have two more. 

When Deryn looked up, Dr. Barlow was still looking at the thermometer. 

"Is it normal for the Air Force to use clanker material, Mr. Sharp?" 

Deryn's eyes widened. Could the brainiac read minds? 

"But how do you know... 


"Once again you underestimate my attention to detail." He returned the thermometer. 
Deryn picked it up and examined it from both sides. It all seemed normal. 


"Note the red line at 36.8 degrees," Dr. Barlow said. Corresponds to body temperature 
in degrees Celsius. And to my knowledge, the Air Force has not 
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never used the metric system. 


Deryn cleared her throat. 

"Well, we're not clankers, are we?" 

"Not scientists." Dr. Barlow took the thermometer from her hand. And then why isn't the 
red line at 98.6? You don't sound like a clanker spy, Mr. Sharp, unless you're a particularly 
incompetent spy. 

Deryn tried not to roll her eyes. 

"| was going to explain it to you, ma'am, but you haven't let me." | have come across a 
very strange boy... out in the snow. And he gave me these first-aid kits. 

-A boy? And | imagine that he has appeared out of nowhere with some thermometers. 

-Yes, more or less. When | came to after the impact, he was by my side. 

"Unbelievable story, Mr. Sharp." Dr. Barlow placed the palm of her cold hand over Deryn's 
bruised eye. You've taken a good blow to the head, haven't you? 


"It's not my head, ma'am." It's this whole mountain that's strange. It has appeared 
a boy out of nowhere! His name is Alex. 

Dr. Barlow and Tazza exchanged a puzzled look. 

“Mr. Sharp, we both know that you are fond of white lies. 

Deryn gaped at the scientist, deeply offended. 

"Maybe | tricked the military about my... personal details when | enlisted, 
although that does not mean that he is used to lying for no reason! 

"Well, then, if he's telling the truth, this ‘Alek’ could be quite interesting." Dr. Barlow picked 
up the thermometer again, shook it, and lowered it into the straw. Has he told you where he 
lives? 

"Not exactly." Deryn frowned, trying to remember Alek's exact words. First you mentioned 
a town, but rather you told me about your family. | imagine they are fugitives, or maybe spies. 
He looked nervous all the time and jumped like Tazza's. Then he pointed a gun at me and 
nearly blew us all up! But | managed to disarm it. 


"Luckily," Dr. Barlow said distractedly, as if it was normal for her to be saved from a 
horrible death. He picked up one of the bags and laid out its contents on the floor: bandages, 
a tourniquet. No, Tazza, you can't smell this—even a scalpel. 


"Pretty strange for a town lost on the mountaintop," Deryn said. Don't you agree? 
Dr. Barlow held up a box to read the label. 


‘And it has the symbol of the double-headed eagle: it's an Austrian army thing. 
Deryn's eyes widened. 
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‘We're not too far from Austria, ma'am. But Switzerland should be neutral. 

"Technically, Mr. Sharp, we are violating that neutrality." Dr. Barlow twirled the scalpel 
in her hand and the blade flashed. The situation is becoming alarming. But | guess we'll 
be able to take off soon, right? 

"| doubt it, ma'am. The aerobeast is a mess. 

"Or at least we can get out as soon as the skin is sewn up and head somewhere 
warmer to repair the rest, right?" My eggs won't last long in this cold. 


Deryn started to tell her that she wasn't sure, since she had been unconscious from 
the impact until recently. But it seemed that Dr. Barlow was in no mood for small talk. And 
from what Deryn had seen from the top of the airship, the answer was obvious. 


"It will take us a few days, ma'am." We have lost at least half of the hydrogen. 


"| understand," the scientist said as she crouched down next to the box. He pulled 
Tazza closer. In the green light of the worm lamp his face looked very pale. So I'm afraid 
we'll never get to leave. 

"Don't be silly, ma'am." Deryn remembered what Mr. Rigby always said. 

This blimp is not an inanimate mechanism like clanker machines. It is a living creature. 
And it can produce all the hydrogen it wants. I'm more concerned with the engines. 


"I'm afraid it's not that simple, Mr. Sharp." Dr. Barlow pointed to the porthole on the 
other side of the room. Have you looked outside? 

"Yeah, I've been out there half the night!" Deryn remembered the strange word 
What the boy had said. It's what they call a glacier, ma'am. 

"Yes, | Know the concept," Dr. Barlow said. A great mass of ice and 
nothing else, like at the poles. At what altitude should we be? 

"When the clankers cut us down we were at about eight thousand feet. 
And before landing in the snow we will have lost from three to six hundred meters... 

"| mean, we're above the treeline," Dr. Barlow said quietly. My grandfather's bees 
wouldn't find much nectar here, would they? 


Deryn frowned. He hadn't seen a single living creature in that desolate, snow-filled 
landscape. Which meant no flowers for the bees, no insects for the bats. 


"But what about the hawks and other birds of prey, ma'am?" They can go a long way 
distance when they go hunting. 


Dr. Barlow nodded. 


"They might find some prey in a nearby valley." But to heal 
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Leviathan is not enough with a few mice and four hares. This place is a biological 
desert: there is nothing here that you need to survive. 

Deryn wanted to retort, but it was undeniable that the airship needed to eat to 
recover, like any natural creature. And in that desolate blanket of snow there was 
not a speck of food. 

"Are you telling me there's nothing we can do?" 

"| did n't say that, Mr. Sharp." Dr. Barlow stood up and pointed to a stack of 
canisters on the sloping floor. First of all, let's get these eggs to the proper 
temperature. Shake those heaters. 

"Okay, ma'am!" 

"And then | want to see that mysterious boy." 
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TWENTY-FIVE 


Alek felt sad, humiliated and tired. But he was too cold to fall asleep. 

The wounded airbeast was riddled with broken window panes and shell holes, and 
icy wind blew along the sloping corridors. Even the cabin he was in was frigid, despite the 
fact that the door was locked and the porthole was barred. Instead of an oil lamp to warm 
one's hands, the cabin was lit with the same green worms that covered the skin of the 
ship. There were dozens of them wriggling like light lice inside a lantern that hung from 
the ceiling. 


The wreckage of the wrecked airship was infested with unholy vermin. The hideous 
six-legged dogs churned at the half-deflated gas bag, and the air was thick with flying 
creatures. Even inside the gondola, reptiles of all kinds scuttled along the walls. While the 
officers were questioning him, a talking lizard had walked up and down the sloping ceiling 
with its sticky feet repeating bits of conversation at random. 


Not that Alek had told them much. His responses to the officers’ questions—where he 
came from, why he was there—would have been incomprehensible to them. There was 
no point in telling Darwinists his real name; they would never have believed that he was 
the son of an archduke. And when he had tried to explain to them how dangerous it was 
to be kept here, their warnings had turned into empty, presumptuous threats. 


He had been an idiot: this vast creature and these people were very different from 
he. It had been madness trying to cross the chasm that existed between the two worlds. 
Locked in that cold, dark cabin, Alek wondered if his noble intentions had been a 
whim from the start. As if someone could carry food to a hundred men across a glacier, 
every night and in secret. Perhaps he had only been moved by morbid curiosity, like a 

child who sees a dead bird on the ground. 


Through the small porthole of the cabin he saw how the horizon was 
slowly grey. Time was running out. 

Soon Otto Klopp would get up to start the second watch shift. 
They would quickly realize that Alek was not in the castle and soon they would figure out 
where he had gone. In a few hours, Count Volger would be watching the crashed airship, 
hatching a plan, and pondering the fact that the heir to the throne of the Austro-Hungarian 
Empire was a complete idiot. 
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"A TILTED CONVERSATION". 


Alex clenched his jaw. At least he had done something good. 

That young flier, Dylan, would have frozen to death if he had stayed in the snow all 
night. However, Alek had saved him from freezing. Maybe that was the way to stay sane in 
times of war: a handful of noble gestures in the midst of chaos. 


Obviously, five minutes later, Dylan had betrayed him. 
What sanity was there in all this? 


There was a jingle of keys in the hallway and Alek turned away from the porthole. The 
sloping door opened and he entered... 

"You, " Alek growled. 

Deryn smiled at him. 

-Yes, it's me. | hope you're well. 

“Actually, no. And | owe it to you, ungrateful pig. 

"Well, that's being a little rude!" | brought you some company instead.” Deryn leaned 
over and gestured toward the door with her arm. Tea 
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| present to Dr. Nora Barlow. 

Another person entered the room, and Alek's eyes widened. Instead of an aviator's 
uniform, she wore a fancy dress and a small black hat and was holding the leash of an 
unusual creature that looked like a dog. What was a woman doing on that ship? 


-Pleased to meet you. Alex, right? -she said. 
"At your service." As Alek leaned in, the strange creature nuzzled his hand into his 
hand and the boy tried not to flinch. Are you the doctor on board? If so, I'm fine. 


The woman laughed. 

"| see you're okay. But I'm not a medical doctor. 

Alek frowned, then realized that the black hat he was wearing was a bowler. She was 
one of the Darwinian scientists, an architect of that impious science! 


He looked terrified at the creature that was sniffing at his trouser leg. 

-What is this? Why have you brought this beast here? 

"Oh, don't be afraid of Tazza," the woman said. It is totally harmless. 

"I'm not going to tell him anything," Alek said, trying not to show the fear in him. 
his words-. | don't care what this wicked animal can do to me. 

"Who, Taza?" Deryn laughed. Maybe | could give you licks 
till die. And by the way, it's perfectly natural. It's what they call a thylacine. 

Alek glared at the boy. 

"Then be so kind as to take him out of here." 

The Darwinian scientist settled into a chair at the top of the tilted cabin and gave Alek 
an authoritative look. 

“I'm sorry Tazza is making you nervous, but he has nowhere to go. Your German 
friends have turned this airship into chaos. 

I'm not German. 

"That's right, he's Austrian. But the Germans are your allies, right? 

Alex didn't answer. The woman was only guessing. 

"And what is a young Austrian doing on these peaks?" he insisted. 

Especially in time of war? 

Alek looked at Dr. Barlow and wondered if it was worth trying to reason with her. 
Although she was a woman, she was also a scientist, and Darwinists revered science. 
Perhaps he was an important person aboard that ship. 

"It doesn't matter why I'm here," he said, trying to imitate the commanding tone of his 
father-. What matters is that they have to let me go. 

-Why's that? 

"Because otherwise, my family will come looking for me." And believe me, don't 
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will like it! 

Dr. Barlow's eyes narrowed. The officers on board had laughed at his threats. But she 
was listening to him. 

"So your family knows where you are... Did they send you here?" -asked. He denied 
with his head. 


-No. But soon they will find out where | am. They don't have much time left to release 
me. 


"Ah...apparently time is of the essence." The woman smiled. So your family lives nearby? 


Alex frowned. He had no intention of revealing it. 
"Then | guess we'll have to find them, and fast." He looked at Deryn. 
What do you suggest, Mr Sharp? 
The young flier shrugged. 
"| suppose we could follow his trail in the snow." And maybe we could bring a gift to his 
mom, so there won't be any misunderstandings. 
Alek glared at the boy with a cold stare. It was one thing to be betrayed, 
and another that they tease him. 
"| was Careful not to leave a trace, and if they find my family, they'll only get shot." They 
hate outsiders. 
"Such unsociable people,” said Dr. Barlow. And yet they have 
procured the best English tutors. 
Alek went to the porthole and took a deep breath. Once again your way 
to speak and his manners had betrayed him. It was maddening. 
The woman continued, amused to see him concerned. 
"| suppose we'll have to resort to other methods, Mr. Sharp." 
Shall we introduce Alek to the young Huxleys? 
"The Huxleys?" A smile appeared on Deryn's face. A brilliant idea, ma'am. 


Alex tensed. 

-Who are they? 

"A Huxley isn't a who, silly." It's more of a what, considering it's basically made of 
jellyfish,” Deryn said. 

Alek looked at the boy, sure he was being pulled over again. 


They led him through the airship, a crowded warren of sloping corridors and strange 
smells. The other crew members hardly looked at Alek and his only watchers were Dr. 
Barlow and Deryn, who was like a noodle. It seemed almost an insult to him. 

Perhaps this creature called Tazza was more dangerous than she had been told. 

Obviously, running away was unthinkable. Even if | managed to find the exit, 
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his captors had removed his snowshoes and he was already half frozen. He wouldn't last 
an hour on the glacier. 

They went up a spiral staircase that, like the rest of the nave, was tilted at a precarious 
angle. As they went up, the smells became stranger. Tazza began to sniff the air and jump 
up on her hind legs. Deryn stopped below a hatch in the ceiling and bent to pick up the 
beast. He climbed up the hatch and disappeared into the darkness overhead. 


Alek followed him and felt that an immense space opened up around him. 

Little by little, his eyes became accustomed to the light. The high, arched walls were a 
translucent, mottled pink; above them rose a white, segmented arch, and the air was thick 
with unknown odors. Alek realized that it was very hot, and in that moment, he understood. 


"My God," he murmured. 

"Great, isn't it?" Derin said. 

-Brilliant? Alek's throat closed on that word; there was a harsh taste in his mouth. The 
segmented arcs that surrounded it were a gigantic spine. This is...disgusting. We are inside 
an animal! 

Suddenly, the sloping walkway under their feet became slippery and unstable. 


Deryn smiled and turned to help Dr. Barlow up the hatch. 

"Yes, but your zeppelins are lined with cattle intestines. That is 
like being inside an animal, right? Not to mention the leather jackets! 

"But this one is alive!" Alex stammered. 

“True,” Deryn said as she started along the catwalk with Tazza, “but being inside a 
dead animal is a lot grosser, if you think about it. You clankers are very strange people. 


Alek didn't bother to reply to that nonsense. He was too busy watching where he was 
putting his feet and trying to stay in the exact center of the catwalk. She was leaning more 
than the rest of the airship, and the thought of slipping and touching the pink innards of that 
unholy monster was utterly unbearable. 

“Sorry about the bad smell,” Deryn said, “but we're in the beast's digestive tract. 


"In the digestive system?" Did you bring me here to be eaten? 

Deryn laughed. 

"Perhaps your hydrogen would be useful to us!" 

“Come on, come on, Mr. Sharp. Don't give me ideas,” said Dr. Barlow. | just want to 
show Alek how easy it will be to find his family. 

“Okay,” Deryn said. Here's a Huxley! 
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Alek squinted to see in the gloom. Ahead of them was a tangle of ropes that 
billowed slowly, like willow branches in the breeze. 


“Look up higher, asshole,” Deryn said. 
Alek strained his eyes to follow the swinging ropes climbing up the hideous pink 
walls. Then he saw a silhouette floating in the gloom, bulbous and indistinct. 


"Hey, little beast ," Deryn called, and one of the ropes seemed to twitch in 
response, curling up like a cat's tail. 

In fact, they weren't ropes... 

Alex swallowed. 

"What is that?" 

"Haven't you heard us?" Deryn said. He is a Huxley: a kind of 
hydrogen filled jellyfish. Also, it looks like it has grown a lot. watch! 

He rushed to the dangling ropes, or were they tentacles?, and clung to some of 
them. She lifted her feet and swayed along the catwalk. The other tentacles curled 
and waved, but Deryn kept climbing, pulling the bulbous thing down. Now Alek could 
clearly see his mottled skin. It was covered in bumps that looked like blisters or warts 
on the skin of a frog. 


And yet, despite his horror, Alek was entranced by the otherworldly grace of those 
tentacles. It looked like a beast from the depths of the ocean, or perhaps from a 
dream. Watching her left him half disgusted and mesmerized. 


As Deryn swayed, Tazza ran after her, barking and trying to chew on her boots. 
Deryn couldn't stop laughing, climbing higher and higher to bring the bloated creature 
down until she could almost touch its hideous skin. 


He finally left her and landed on the catwalk with a clank. Angry tentacles slithered 
around it as the creature retreated back to the top of the beast's bowels. 


"It's getting strong," Dr. Barlow said. It will soon be ready. 

-Ready for what? Alex asked quietly. 

"To transport me," Deryn smiled. The biggest ones can carry a man more than a 
mile up! We also have some adult Huxleys, further in the background. 


Alek stared at the creature. A mile... more than a mile. 
From this height they would easily make out the rectangular shape of the castle and even 
the Assault Walker in the courtyard. 

"| see you've got it, Alek," Dr. Barlow said. Soon we will find his family. Maybe it 
could save us the work. 
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Alex breathed in slowly. 

"Why should | help you?" 

"He's already tried to help us," he replied. And, yes, | am aware that in return you 
have received horrible treatment. But you can't blame us for suspecting you. Don't 
forget we are at war. 

"Then why do you make more enemies than you already have?" 

"Because we need your help, and that of your family." Otherwise we will all probably 
die. 

Alek fixed his gaze on the woman's. He was totally serious. 

"They can't fix the airship, can they?" 

Dr. Barlow shook her head slowly, and Alek looked away. 

If the Darwinists really were blocked, the only way to save them was to make the 
castle and supplies available to them. It was either that or let them starve. But could he 
risk the safety of his own men, and perhaps the future of his Empire, for a hundred 
lives? 

He had to talk to Volger. 

"Let me go and I'll see what | can do," he said. 

"Perhaps you could take us to your house, with a white flag to avoid 
misunderstandings,” said Dr. Barlow. 

Alek thought about it for a moment and nodded. They would find the castle anyway. 
-OK. But we don't have much time. 

"| need to speak to the captain." He snapped his fingers for Tazza. 

. Sharp, | think you have some business to do in the engine room. 

"Yes, ma'am," Deryn said. And Alex? Shall | lock him up again? 


"Bella manager over there?" Dr. Barlow looked at Alek. 
Alex nodded again. 


= 


"Let others make war." 

The scientist smiled at him, turned, and led Tazza away. 

“Mr. Sharp, | think we can trust Alek, he won't run away. Take it with you to the 
engine room. He is a very well educated boy. 

Dr. Barlow and Tazza disappeared into the darkness, while the 
The Huxleys' dangling tentacles swirled awake in their wake. 

"Did you understand what he said?" Deryn asked. | mean those 
brain language words 

Alex rolled his eyes. 

“It's called Latin, silly. Bella gerant alii means ‘let others make war’. 
He meant that we shouldn't fight each other. 


"Do you know Latin?" Deryn laughed. You are a damned noble, right? 
Alek frowned, realizing his mistake. 
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"What I am is stupid. 

Dr. Barlow had tested him again, trying to guess who and what he really was. 
The son of a smuggler or a mountaineer would not have understood a sentence 
in Latin, instead he had responded without blinking. 

The strange thing was that the sentence Dr. Barlow had uttered was part of 
an old saying about the Hausburgs, who were said to have conquered more land 
by marriage than by war. In addition to being a scientist, was that woman a 
fortune teller? 

The sooner he was away from the Darwinists, the better. 
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TWENTY SIX 


As they headed for the hatch, Deryn said: 

"The scientist must think you're someone special." 

Alex looked at her. 

-What do you mean? 

"No one should enter the engine room," Deryn approached him and whispered. 

—: There's something damn weird in there. 

Alek didn't answer and wondered what could be considered strange among this collection 
of abominable creatures. In the last few hours, he had already seen enough amazing beings 
to last him a lifetime. 

"| guess it's okay," Deryn continued. Considering that you have decided to help us. 


"And it wasn't thanks to you." 

Deryn stopped. 

-What do you mean? 

"If it had only been you on the glacier, | wouldn't have lifted a finger." 

"My, how unkind!" 

" Unkind?" Alex exclaimed. | brought you medicine, | saved you from... freezing your butt 
off, and | saved your life. And instead, when | asked you not to say anything, you put those 
horrible dogs on me! 

-Yeah. It's just that you were running away,” Deryn said. 

"| had to go home!" 

"Well, and | had to stop you." Deryn crossed her arms. | swore to the Air Force and to King 
George that | would defend this airship. | can't make promises to an intruder | just met, can I? 


Alek looked away; his rage had suddenly vanished. 

"Well, | suppose you were doing your duty." 

"Of course, | think so too." Deryn turned around angrily and started walking. 
again-. And / was going to thank you for not shooting me. 

-It doesn't matter. 

"And thank you most of all for not setting the whole ship on fire." Including you, you piece 
of idiot. 

“| didn't know air was full of hydrogen. 

"Didn't you smell it?" Your fantastic tutors haven't taught you anything useful, have they? 
Deryn laughed. 
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Alek did not reply: on the contrary, among other things, his tutors had taught him 
to ignore the insults. He asked, 

"So it's hydrogen I'm smelling right now?" 

"Not in here," Deryn said. The digestive tract is full of normal air, except for a little 
extra methane. That's why it smells like cow fart. 

"Every day you learn something new," Alek sighed. 

Deryn pointed to the pink, curved walls. 

"See those swellings between the ribs?" They are bladders of hydrogen. The entire 
upper half of the whale is filled with gas. What you are seeing is just the belly, a small 
part. This beast is two hundred feet from top to bottom. 

More than two hundred feet: Alek's legs trembled a little. 

"Makes you feel like a flea on a dog, doesn't it?" Deryn said as she opened the 
hatch. 

Grasping the outer edges of the stairs with his boots, he slid toward 
down and landed on the deck with a thud. 

"Lovely picture," Alek murmured, feeling a shiver of relief as he 
as they descended into the gondola. 

He preferred walking on solid pavement, even if it was tilted, and between stout 
walls rather than membranes and bladders. 

"Sorry, but | prefer machines." 

“Machines! Deryn yelled. Completely useless. The manufactured species are 
much better. 

-Oh really? Can your scientists breed a beast that is as fast as a train? Alex asked. 


"No, but have you clankers built a train that can 
hunt its own food, repair itself or even reproduce? 

-Breed? Alex laughed. For a moment, he imagined a litter of little trains playing at 
a station, which made him think of other aspects of the reproductive process. Obviously 
not. What a disgusting idea. 

"Besides, trains need tracks to move," Deryn said, counting her objections on her 
fingers. An elephantine can walk on any type of 


ground. 


"Also the walkers." 


“Walkers are trash compared to real beasts! They are clumsy as drunken monkeys 
and when they fall down they can't get up! 
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Alek snorted, although the last statement was true, especially in the case of the 
larger armored walkers. 

"Well, then, if your 'beasts' are so fantastic, how did the beasts bring you down?" 
germans? With machines. 

Deryn glared at him and pulled off a glove. He closed the fist of his bare hand. 


"Ten against one, and they all went down, too." Besides, | bet whatever 
because their landing was not as smooth as ours. 

Alek realized that he had said too much. Deryn probably knew the crew members 
who had been injured or killed in the accident. For a moment, Alek thought the boy was 
going to punch him. 

But Deryn just spat on the ground and turned to leave. 

"Wait," Alek said. I'm sorry. 

The girl stopped but did not turn around. 

-What are you feeling? 

"That your ship is so badly wounded." And to have said that | would have let you die 
hungry. 

“Come on,” Deryn said harshly. We have to deal with the eggs. 


Alek blinked and ran after her. "Eggs?". 

They went to a small room on the second deck of the gondola. The interior was a 
mess: machine parts scattered on the floor, broken glass, and straw everywhere. It was 
strangely hot in there and it smelled like... 

"Is that sulfur?" Alex asked. 

— The scientific name is sulfur. See this? Deryn showed him a large box in 
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one of the corners emanating steam in contrast to the cold air. These eggs contain a lot 
of sulfur and the vast majority have been broken, thanks to your German friends. 


Alek blinked in the gloom. Those round shapes in front of him looked exactly like... 
giant eggs. 

"What kind of monstrous creature has put them?" 

—No creature has put them: they have been created in a laboratory. When a new 
beast is created, it is necessary to incubate it for some time. The beasts are built from 
the mass of the egg. Its interior contains filaments, chains of life that are mixed, and from 
that mixture that is inside the egg the beasts are born. 

Alek looked down in disgust. 

"That all sounds like blasphemy." 

In it they cry. 

—Ilt's the same as when your mother carried you in her womb. All living beings are 
made of vital filaments, chains of life: in each cell of your body there is a whole instruction 
manual. 

A lot of stupid, obviously; but Alek didn't dare object. The last thing he wanted was 
to be given any more disgusting details. And yet, she couldn't take her eyes off those 
steaming eggs. 

"But what's going to come out of here?" 

Deryn shrugged. 

“The scientist hasn't said. 

The cadet plunged his hand into the straw where the giant eggs nested and pulled out a 
thermometer. He narrowed his eyes and complained in a low voice about the lack of light. Then 
he took a metal whistle out of his pocket and played some notes. 

The room brightened and Alek saw a cluster of glow worms 
It hung from the ceiling, near his head. He walked away from them. 

-What are these things? 

Deryn looked up from what she was doing. 

-The fact that? The worm lamp? 

Alex nodded. 


“A very fitting name. Haven't Darwinists discovered fire yet? 


"Fuck off," Deryn said. We use oil lamps, but until they fix the ship, it's too dangerous. 
What do they use on zeppelins? Candles? 

"Don't be absurd. | assume they have electric light. 

Deryn snorted. 

"What a waste of energy." Bioluminescent worms transform into light 
all kinds of food. They even eat dirt, like normal worms. 
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Alek looked at the cluster of worms again in disgust. 

—And you whistle? 

"Yes." Deryn waved her whistle. With this | can command almost all the beasts in 
the airship. 

—Yes, | remember that you whistled at those... spider-dogs. 

In it they cry. 

“Hydrogen trackers. They check the skin for leaks and pursue 
to occasional intruders. l'm sorry they scared you. 

They didn't scare me... Alek began to say, when he realized that in 
the floor had a lot of bags. 

They were the ones he had brought with the first aid kits. 

He knelt down and opened one of them. It was still full. 


"Oh, okay." Deryn turned to the eggs, a little confused. We haven't taken them to 
the infirmary yet. 


-| see. 


"Well, Dr. Barlow had to check the eggs!" Deryn cleared her throat. And then he 
wanted to see you immediately. 

Alek sighed as he closed the bag again. 

"I'm afraid bringing you medicine was a useless gesture." I'm sure you 
Darwinists, you cure people with... leeches or something. 

"Not that | know of," Deryn laughed. What we do use is bread mold 
to stop infections. 

| hope it's a joke. 

-| never lie! Deryn said, getting up and stopping what she was doing. 

Listen, Alek, these eggs are as hot as toast. Let's go take the first-aid kits to the 
surgeons. They will know how to use them, I'm sure. 

Alex arched an eyebrow. 

"And could it be that you're humoring me?" 

"Well, I'd like to find the bosun, too." He was shot just before impact and | don't 
know if he made it out alive. When the ship has plunged, he and a friend of mine were 
hanging from a rope. 

"Okay," Alex nodded. 

"And coming here was not a useless gesture," Deryn said. After all, you saved me 
from freezing my butt off. 


As they made their way to the infirmary, Alek noticed that the stairs and hallways 
didn't feel as dizzy. 


"The blimp is leaning less, isn't it?" - asked. 
"They're adjusting the harness," Deryn said. A little every hour, so as not to disturb 
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to the whale | heard that it will be straightened by dawn. 

"At dawn," Alek murmured. By then, Volger would be close to putting his plan into 
action, whatever it was. How much is left? 

Deryn took a watch out of her pocket. 

-Half an hour? Maybe a little longer until we see the sun rise above the 
mountains. 


-Only half an hour? Alex was furious. Do you think the captain will listen to Dr. Barlow? 


Deryn shrugged. 

—Even though she's a scientist, she's the boss. 

"And what does that mean, exactly?" 

“It means it's damn important. We landed in Regent's Park 
Just to pick her up. It will make the old man listen to it. 

-GOOD. 


They passed a row of portholes and Alek looked out. began to 
sunrise. 

“My family will be here soon. 

Deryn rolled her eyes. 

"You're a bit cocky, aren't you?" 

-Sorry? 

"That you think highly of yourself," Deryn explained slowly, as if 
| would talk to an idiot. As if you were someone special. 

Alek looked at the boy, not knowing what to say. It was useless to explain to him that 
he was , in fact, someone special: the heir to an empire of fifty million souls. Dylan 
wouldn't have understood. 

"Perhaps my upbringing has been a bit particular." 

"Surely you're an only child, right?" 

-Okay, yes. 

-AHA! | knew it,” Deryn boasted. And do you think your family will face a 
hundred men in a war blimp just to get you back? 

Alek nodded and answered simply, 

"Yes." 


"Crazy spiders!" Deryn shook her head and laughed. I'm sure your parents 
they pamper you too much. 

Alek turned and headed back down the hall. 

Yes, | suppose they did. 

" Did they?" Deryn ran after him until she caught up with him. Wait, your parents are 
dead? 

Alek's answer caught in his throat and he realized something strange. 


www.lectulandia.com - Page 178 


Machine Translated by Google 


It had been over a month since her father and mother had passed away, but that part 
—telling someone—was something new. In fact, the crew of the Assault Walker had 
known it before him. 

He did not dare to speak. After all this time, | was afraid that, at 
Say it out loud, his inner emptiness taking over. He could only nod. 

Strangely, Deryn smiled at him. 

"My father died too!" It's awful, right? 

-Yes it is. I'm sorry. 

"At least my mother is alive." He shrugged. But | had to run away. | didn't understand 
why | wanted to be a soldier. 

Alex frowned. 

"And what mother wouldn't want a son in the Army?" 

Deryn bit her tongue and shrugged again. 

It's a bit of a complicated story. Instead, my father would have understood... 


Her voice trailed off as they walked through a huge room with a long table in the 
center and a large smashed window letting in cold air. Deryn paused for a moment, 
watching the sky turn a metallic pink. The silence disturbed Alek and for the thousandth 
time he wished he had inherited his father's gift of saying the right words at all times. 


Finally, the voice cleared. 

“I'm glad | didn't shoot you, Dylan. 

"Yeah, me too," the girl said and turned around. Come on, let's take those kits to 
the surgeon and find Mr. Rigby. 

Alek followed him and wished that Mr. Rigby, whoever he was, was alive. 
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TWENTY SEVEN 


Thirty minutes later, Deryn was on the Leviathan's spine strapping on the largest 
Huxley flight gear on board. She was exhausted and half frozen, but for the first time 
since the disaster it seemed that the situation was under control. 


She and Alek had found Mr. Rigby in the infirmary. He was fine and was giving 
orders from his bed. A bullet had passed through him, but no vital organs had been 
damaged. According to the ship's surgeon, in a week he would be back on duty. 


There they were found by a messenger lizard who, in the voice of Dr. Barlow, 
informed them of the captain's decisions: a group of well-armed men would escort Alek 
home with a white flag, but first it was necessary to send a Huxley to survey the land. 
So Alek had been tasked with guarding the eggs and Deryn had climbed up the spine 
and was ready for ascension. 


She clutched her flight gear tightly around her shoulders and looked up at the 
Huxley. The beast seemed healthy with its membrane taut in the light mountain air. 


She was prepared to go up to a mile high, maybe more. If Alek's family lived in this 
valley, Deryn would spot them quickly. 

"Mr. Sharp!" a voice called from the flank of the ship. It was Newkirk, coming up to 
her, smiling. It's true... he's alive! 

-Of course! Deryn replied with a big smile. 

Mr. Rigby had told him that Newkirk had escaped unscathed, but he was glad to 
see it with your own eyes. 

Newkirk ran the last leg of the climb; He had a pair of binoculars in his hand. 

—They are from the navigator, who sends his regards. They are the best you have 
so don't break them. 

Deryn frowned when she saw the mark on the leather case: Zeiss Optik. 
Everyone said clanker binoculars were better, but it annoyed him to have to admit it. 
Luckily, Alek wasn't there to make any smug comments. Orphan or not, he'd had 
enough of his clanker arrogance for the day, and that was before the sun was up. 


"Mr. Rigby and | were beginning to think it had fallen before impact." 
Newkirk said. Glad to know | was just wasting time. 
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"Go to hell!" Deryn said. If it weren't for me, you'd be two dots in the snow now. 
And | haven't been loitering, I've been escorting an important prisoner. 


"Yeah, | heard something about a crazy boy." Newkirk narrowed his eyes. Is it 
true that you said that an army of abominable snowmen is coming to your rescue? 


Deryn chuckled. 

"Yeah, he's a bit sick on the roof, but | don't think he's someone to be afraid of." 
Seeing Mr. Rigby with his shirt torn around the wound, Deryn had realized how 
lucky he'd been. If Alek hadn't woken her up, she would have ended up on the nursing 
table, too. And even if it had only been a beginning of frostbite, the surgeons would 

have removed his uniform and seen what was hidden underneath. 


He had to admit that he was indebted to that boy. 

A whistle blew and the two fell silent. 

The entire crew had gathered on the glacier, sheltered by the huge crescent of 
the whale. At the first light of dawn, the captain was going to address them. 

To the east, the sun was just about to crest the tops of the mountains, and the air 
was beginning to warm. Leviathan 's membrane was turning black, preparing to 
absorb the heat of the day. 

"| hope the captain has good news," Newkirk said. | would not like to stay too long 
on this iceberg. 

"It's a glacier," Deryn said. And the scientist is convinced that we will be here for 
a long time. 

There was a stir among the men who had gathered below. someone ordered 
to pay attention while the captain went outside, in the middle of the snow. 

"The last patch was put on this morning, at six," he announced. The Leviathan no 
longer has any leaks, it's airtight! 

The riggers who had lined up the spine cheered the words 
of the captain, and the two young cadets joined them. 

"Dr. Busk has checked the internal organs and the beast appears to be doing 
quite well," the captain continued. And, most importantly, our clanker friends have 
barely damaged the nacelles. There is a lot of broken glass, but the instruments are 
in good condition. Only the impellers need a serious repair. 


Deryn looked down at the port engine pod. It had been riddled with bullets and 
was dripping black oil onto the snow. The tail engines were also damaged. The 
Germans had directed fire mainly at the mechanical parts of the airship, a very typical 
clanker reasoning. and the capsule 
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starboard was naturally below the whale, crushed against the glacier. 

"To control the blimp, we need two working drive engines," the captain said. Fortunately, 
we have no shortage of spare parts.' He paused. So, our great challenge will be to inflate the 
airship again. 


«THE CAPTAIN ADDRESSES THE CREW». 


Now he will say it, Deryn thought. 

“Unfortunately, we don't have enough hydrogen. 

There was a murmur of uncertainty among the crew. After all, the little bugs in the whale's 
stomach produced hydrogen, in the same way that humans expel carbon dioxide. Even after a 
long period of hibernation, the airship always returned to its original dimensions within a few 
days. 

In general, it was such a simple process that no one had thought of the most obvious: 
hydrogen did not arise from nothing. It was produced by the bees and birds of the airship. 

The chief scientist stepped forward. 

"The Alps were in ancient times the rocky substratum of an ancient seabed," he said. But 
now these peaks are the highest in Europe, an inhospitable place for both men and animals. If 
you look around you, you will see neither insects nor plants nor small prey for our flocks. 
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At the moment, our manufactured beasts are feeding off the airship's supplies. 
As long as they are alive, the airship will process their excretions and slowly refill 
their cells with hydrogen. 

"Excretions?" Newkirk whispered. 

"That's what scientists call shit," Deryn told him, and Newkirk laughed. 


“But when Leviathan was designed ,” Dr. Busk continued, “none of us imagined 
it would land in such a desolate place. I'm afraid the results of our calculations 
are unequivocal: the hydrogen in the airship's reserves is not enough to lift it up 
again. 

Another murmur spread through the crew. Now they were getting used to the 
idea. 

"Some of you may be wondering," continued Dr. Busk with a half smile, "why 
we don't just extract hydrogen from the snow around us." 


Deryn frowned. Personally, | hadn't asked him, but the question did seem 
sensible. After all, snow was water: hydrogen and oxygen. 
lt had always seemed a bit suspicious to him that two gases mixed together to 
form a liquid, but scientists were absolutely certain. 

“Unfortunately, separating water into its component elements requires energy, 
and energy requires food. The ecosystem we live in can only repair itself if it finds 
sustenance in nature. Dr. Busk's gaze swept the glacier. And in this horrible 
place, nature itself is empty. 

When the captain stepped forward, Deryn could hear nothing but the wind in 
the rigging and the panting of the hydrogen trackers. A deathly silence reigned 
among the crew. 

"Early this morning we released two homing swallows to report our position to 
the Admiralty," the captain reported. I'm sure one of our sister ships will find us 
soon, as long as war isn't an obstacle. 


There was a chuckle from the crew, and Deryn began to feel a glimmer of 
hope. Perhaps the situation was not as desperate as Dr. Barlow believed. 


"However, organizing a rescue mission for a hundred men in wartime could 
take weeks." The captain paused; behind him, the chief scientist had a stern 
expression. We don't have too many provisions in the pantries, and if we divide 
the rations in half, we have enough for a little over a week. A little more if we use 
other resources at our disposal. 
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Deryn arched an eyebrow. What other resources were you talking about? The chief 
scientist had just said that there was nothing in the ice. 

The captain stood up. 

"And my first responsibility is you, the men of my crew." 

Men , not manufactured creatures. Did that mean feeding on the provisions of the 
beasts? Surely the captain did not mean... 

"To save ourselves, perhaps we should let the Leviathan die." 

-;Diantre! —exclaimed Newkirk. 

"That won't be necessary," Deryn said, taking the binoculars from her hands. 
clanker— My crazy boy will help us. 

-That? Newkirk asked. 

"Have the winch men wind me up," Deryn said. I'm 
prepared for ascension. 

"Don't you think it's a little rude," Newkirk whispered, "to take off while the captain 
is talking?" 

Deryn stared at the glacier: a smooth expanse of white snow that shimmered in the 
first rays of the sun. But not far away there were people who knew how to survive in 
that horrible place. And the captain had ordered him to take off at dawn... 


“Stop wasting time, Mr. Newkirk. 

The boy sighed. 

“Okay, sir admiral. Do you want a messenger lizard? 

"Yeah, I'll call one," Deryn said. But now bring me the signal flags. 


As Newkirk went to retrieve the flags, Deryn pulled out his command whistle and 
called out to a messenger lizard. A few heads turned from the crowd below, but Deryn 
ignored them. 

Soon a lizard crested the top of the languishing air pocket and raced toward Deryn 
through the spine. She snapped her fingers and the lizard climbed up her flight suit to 
perch on her shoulder like a parrot. 

"Get warm here, bug," he told him. 

The winch began to turn, and a length of tightrope was already dangling from the 
hoverbeast's flank. Newkirk handed him the signal flags and stood ready to unhook 
the rope. 

Deryn gave him a thumbs up and he released the knot. 


As | rose, the air became clearer and clearer. 

Below, close to the ground, the steady wind whipped up gusts of ice particles, 
which swirled across the glacier like a frigid sandstorm. But up there, above the haze 
of kicked-up snow, the whole valley unfolded. 
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under Deryn. Mountains loomed on either side, covered in a patchy white blanket. The 
strata of the ancient seabed jutted out of the snow in a rugged and rugged landscape. 


Deryn took the binoculars out of the case. Where did it start? 

First he scanned the perimeter of the crashed blimp to see if he could find a fresh 
trail in the snow. There were long, subtle tracks that led away from and toward the 
dirigible, marking the brief journey of the crew as they went out to smoke or relieve 
themselves. But there was one trail of tracks that was longer and more confusing than 
the others: they were the prints of Alek's amusing boots. 

Deryn followed that trail past the wreckage of the airship. The tracks often changed 
direction and, whenever possible, headed toward stretches of snowless rock. Alek had 
been smart: he had tried to confuse whoever tried to follow him. But he hadn't thought 
that someone could watch over him from the sky. 

Before the tracks faded into the distance, Deryn was already sure they came from 
the east, where Austria lay. 

The sun had already fully risen and was making the snow shine. But Deryn 
appreciated the warmth. His eyes watered from the cold, and the messenger lizard clung 
to his shoulder like a barnacle. The manufactured lizards weren't entirely cold-blooded, 
but the frigid air slowed them down. 

"Hold on, little bug." Soon | will have a mission for you. Deryn scanned the eastern 
edge of the valley with the binoculars, searching for anything anomalous. And suddenly 
he saw... the footprints of something. 

They weren't human. They were huge footprints, as if a giant had dragged his feet 
there. What had Newkirk said about the abominable snowman? 


The trail led to a bunch of jutting rocks, or what looked like rocks. As Deryn watched, 
she could make out crumbling walls and stone buildings clustered around an open 
courtyard. 

-Caramba! he exclaimed. 

Now | understood why Alek spoke in such an aristocratic way: he lived ina 
doomed castle. 

But he still hadn't found the maker of those prints. The courtyard was empty, and the 
stables were too small to accommodate something so large. 

Deryn slowly scanned the entire structure until she discovered the gate in the castle 
walls... It was open. 

With trembling hands, she retraced the tracks leading away from the castle, and then 
she saw what she had missed the first time. Another set of tracks veering off and heading 
toward the wrecked ship. 

And those tracks were recent. 
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Deryn was reminded of her discussion with Alek about animals and machines. 
He had talked about walkers, right? Those crude clanker imitations of their beasts. But 
what kind of crazy family could have a private walker? 

Deryn searched the snow more quickly until a metallic flash struck her. 
dazzle. He blinked as he followed the tracks and... 

-Devils! 

The machine skipped forward over the snow; the heat it gave off made it glow on the 
ice, like a monstrous, angry, two-legged teapot. The hideous muzzle of a cannon protruded 
from its belly and two machine guns protruded from its head as ears. 


He was running straight for the Leviathan. 


Deryn pulled the signal flags from her belt and waved them vigorously. On the blimp's 
spine she could see a flash of light: Newkirk was watching her. 


Deryn waved the flags and sent out a message: 

"BE CLOSER ENEMY BY ELE-STE." 

He narrowed his eyes, waiting for a confirmation signal. The light projected the 
answer: «WHAT-E-MEAN?». 

"TWO-LEG WALKER," he replied. 

He got another confirmation flash and that was it. Surely they had already set to work 
in a hurry to fend off an armed attack. But what could the crew of the Leviathan do against 
an armed walker? An airship on the ground was totally defenseless. 


They needed more information. He brought the binoculars closer again to try to decipher 
the markings on the machine. 

"Alek, you asshole!" -shout. 

The Iron Cross had been drawn on the two steel plates that protected the walker's legs. 
And on the chest plate was a two-headed eagle. Alek was as Swiss as roquefort cheese! 


"Bug, wake up," Deryn exclaimed. She took a deep breath to calm herself and said in 
a slow, clear voice, “Alert, alert. Cadet Sharp sends regards to the Leviathan. The 
approaching walker is Austrian. Two legs, one barrel, unidentified model. It's probably the 
family of Alek, the boy we've captured. 
Maybe he could talk to them... 

Deryn paused to think what else to say. He could think of only one way to stop that 
machine, but it was too complicated to squeeze into a tiny lizard brain. 


"End of message," he said, and gave the beast a shove, and it slid down. 
through the anchor line. 
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Watching her descend, Deryn let out a groan. Away from the heat of his body, the 
lizard was slowing down. That bug would take a few minutes to deliver the message. 


He explored the glacier again, this time without the binoculars. A small metallic 
glow flashed in the snow, getting closer and closer to the airship. The walker would 
arrive before the lizard. 

Alek was the only one who could stop this machine, but with all the fuss, 
who would think of him? 

All she could do was go downstairs and deal with it herself. 
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TWENTY EIGHT 


This was his first sliding escapade. 

He had studied the diagrams in the Manual of Aeronautics, of course, and 
every Army cadet wanted an excuse to try one. But they weren't allowed to 
practice sliders since they were downright dangerous, right? 


His first problem was the angle of the cable that ran down toward the aircraft. 
Right now the angle was too steep and it would end up as a blotch in the snow. 
The Manual said it was best to try forty-five degrees. To catch up, the Huxley 
needed to lose altitude, and fast. 

"Come on, little beast!" she yelled. | think I'm going to strike a match down 
there! 

A tentacle coiled serenely in the breeze, but it was the only reaction he could 
see from the aerobeast. Deryn let out a frustrated growl. Had he found the only 
Huxley in the Army who wasn't scared? 

"Fuck! she insulted him, rocking in her chair. I've gone crazy and | 
make you want to set yourself on fire! 

Then more tentacles coiled, and Deryn saw the vent gills pucker gently. The 
Huxley was releasing hydrogen, but not fast enough. 


She kicked and kicked her legs to swing from side to side, pulling on the 
straps that connected her harness to the airbeast. 

"Get down, you stupid creature!" 

Finally the smell of hydrogen reached his nostrils, and Deryn felt the Huxley 
descend. The tether seemed to droop less by the second, like a falling kite string. 
But now came the hard part: reconfiguring the pilot's harness to transform it into 
an escape rig. 

Still yelling at the beast, Deryn began to break away from the harness. She 
loosened the straps around her shoulders, twisting to free one arm, then the other. 
As the belt around her waist came undone, the first wave of vertigo hit her. Now 
nothing was holding her to the chair except her own sense of balance. 


Deryn reckoned she'd been awake for almost twenty-four hours, not counting 


the time she'd lain unconscious in the snow, hardly quality sleep. It probably 
wasn't the best time to try. 
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risky moves... 

She stared at the straps and buckles, trying to remember how they were tied 
back together. How did he intend to put them all back together while hanging from 
his perch? 

With a sigh, Deryn decided to use both hands, even if it meant that 
if the Huxley moved suddenly it would have to take a big fall. 

"Forget what | told you before, little beast," she murmured. what do you 
It seems if we just float quietly? 

The tentacles were still coiled around it, but at least the creature was still 
descending. The tether had already almost reached forty-five degrees. 


After a long minute of handling it, the escape rig seemed to be set up correctly, 
the carabiners forming a kind of buckle in the center. Deryn gave the contraption a 
good yank with both hands and held it steady. Now came the creepy part. 


He gripped the tackle tightly in his teeth and pulled himself up with both hands. 
As her bottom left the chair, a new wave of vertigo washed over her. But soon 
Deryn was up and almost in a crouch, her rubber-soled boots dug into the curved 
leather seat. 

She reached over and attached the buckles to the tether, then took one end of 
the strap in each hand, wrapping the leather strap several times around her wrists. 


Deryn looked down at the glacier. 

-Damn! 

While he had been preparing, the walker had come within half the distance to 
the airship. And what was even worse, the line of support was even more inclined. 
The wind drove Huxley higher and higher. At that angle, it would slide down the 
rope much faster. The Manual was full of gruesome stories about pilots who had 
made that mistake. 

Deryn stood there completely, her head only inches from the Huxley's membrane. 


-Boo! he yelled. 

The airbeast trembled from top to bottom, depressurizing a stream of the bitter- 
smelling hydrogen right into its face. The saddle lurched under Deryn and her boots 
slipped on the tattered leather. A fraction of a 

second later, the straps that were tied around her wrists snapped, pulling hard 
at her shoulders, and then she found herself sliding down, down toward her. the 
immense mass of the aircraft below. 
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He only felt a roaring in his ears, as if he were obeying a headwind pushing down his spine. 
Though tears streamed down her face, freezing her cheeks, Deryn found herself letting out a wild, 
exultant cry. 

This was real flying, far better than airships or elevators or hot air balloons, like an eagle 
swooping down toward its prey. 


For a few terrifying seconds, the angle increased even more, but the Manual had already 
foreseen it. It was the Huxley pulling himself up behind Deryn as he got rid of his weight. 


He looked up at the rig. The metal buckles were making an audible hissing sound and were 
giving off a hint of smoke from the friction. However, he was moving too fast to burn himself on the 
rope. Everything was going perfectly. 


As long as another gust of air didn't propel the Huxley higher... 

The airship looked bigger and bigger before her. The crew was already getting ready and it 
looked like a jumble of tiny dots, like an anthill in the snow, and that was good. | didn't have time to 
make a formal report. He had to get to the engine room and out again before the walker arrived. 


But what was that? From somewhere, a small shape had appeared on the rope he was sliding 
down, perhaps a tangle or some imperfection in the cable. At this speed, trying to undo a knot could 
break his wrists, or worse still, cut the leather of the rig. 


Then Deryn saw what it was: it was the messenger lizard still coming down 
laboriously toward the ship. 

"Get out of there, lagaaaaarto!" she yelled. 

At the last moment the beast heard it and jumped straight into the air! Deryn flashed past him, 
spinning around to look back. The lizard continued down the rope, sticky fingers wrapping around the 
wire and yelling random warnings as Deryn shot past him. 
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"EMERGENCY ZIP LINE", 


He was coming at her too fast. 

He tried to slow down, swinging his legs to catch the air. At least the 
membrane was soft and half deflated. Now the flank was seconds away, trackers 
and riggers scrambling to get out of their way. Deryn let the straps on her wrists 
untwist. 


When he had unscrewed the second one he dropped it. 

The membrane crumpled around him with a "bump." For a moment she was 
engulfed in the warm, suffocating embrace of the beast's hide, breathless and 
dazed. 

She rolled over onto her back. His ears were still ringing from the 
impact and found himself nose to nose against a curious hydrogen tracker. 

—Ouw! Deryn told him. That hurts! 

The beast sniffed at it and let out a worried bark, for the impact seemed to 
have opened a leak. 

Hands reached down and pulled her up, leaving Deryn on her feet. 

"Are you alright, boy?" 

"Yes, thanks," she said, looking around for an officer. 

But no one showed up to ask for a report. All the riggers went from one 
to and fro around him and the crew was scattered below. 
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"Not in sight yet?" 

"You mean that artifact?" The rigger turned and looked across the snow. 

A faint reflection was visible on the horizon, flashing in a constant pattern, in 
keeping with the pace of the walker's pace. 

They say it's a big one. 

"Yes, yes it is," Deryn said and headed downstairs. 


Running across the membrane on wobbly legs, she hoped Alek was still 
holding the eggs. Would he guess what the battle siren call meant and try to 
escape? Or could it be that with the enemy closing in, some idiot officer decided 
to lock him up again? 

The faster | found it, the better. 

Seeing a tangle of arrows wrapped around the main gondola, Deryn didn't 
bother using a boarding ramp. He descended the rope, swinging into the gondola 
through a broken window. She felt shards of broken glass tug at her flight suit, but 
the thick skin of the suit tore them from the frame, and her boots slipped as she 
landed. 

Inside her was not chaos, but a controlled urgency. A troop of men ran past 
him, carrying small arms. A chorus of command whistles blared, calling the falcon 
managers to assembly. 

Were they going to fight an armored walker with aerial weapons and anti- 
aircraft nets? They wouldn't have a single chance. 

The engine room was just down the hall. He headed for it, then hurried through 
the door. 

"Mr. Sharp!" cried Dr. Barlow from the darkness. what is that 
fuss what's out there? 

Soon after, Deryn's eyes adjusted to the dark. there he was, 
kneeling by the cargo crate. 

"Alek!" -shout-. Is your family! 

The boy stood up, letting out a sigh. 

"Just as | expected." 

"Did they send an emissary?" asked Dr. Barlow. 

"They've sent a bloody war machine!" Ignoring the scientist's expression, Deryn 
grabbed Alek's arm and yanked him out the door. 


After dragging him into the corridor, the boy began to run of his own free will. 
She led him down to the lower deck. 

"| was sure Volger would try a direct approach," he said. 
while running down the stairs. 
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"Speaking of direct, how come you never mentioned that your family had a 
damn walker? 

"Would you have believed me?" 

"I'm still not sure | believe it!" 

When she reached the lower deck, Deryn ran for the gondola's front door, but by the 
time they reached the boarding ramp, it was already occupied by a line of crewmen 
carrying heavy crates. The words imprinted on them: "High Explosives" brought Deryn 
to a halt. 

“| don't want to bump into these guys. These are aerial bombs. 

Alek's eyes widened. 

"Where are they going to launch them from?" 

"Maybe from a Huxley?" It's just what we need to get your walker to start shooting at 
us! She pulled him away from there. Come on, we'll jump out a window! 


The broken window of the cadets' canteen through which they had passed that 
morning had not yet been repaired. Deryn jumped onto the windowsill, but stopped. With 
the gondola at that angle, the drop would be a little higher than he had expected. 


Alek climbed in next to her, looking down doubtfully. 

"The snow is very soft," Deryn said, trying to convince herself. 
It's an easy jump! 

"Well then, I'm going after you," Alek said. 

"No way." Deryn grabbed the boy's arm and they jumped together. 

"It hasn't been too bad. 

The snow compacted under them with a dull thud, as if they had been bludgeoned 
with a large frozen pillow. 

Alek stood up, looking furious. 

"You pushed me!" 

"Actually it was more than a push ." He pointed toward the snow. No 
we could waste time. The walker is almost here. 

As they ran, Deryn already felt the footsteps of the machine echoing across the 
ground below her, the roar of its engines making the air tremble. His huge feet dragged 
heavily through the snow, kicking up white clouds in his wake. 

"At least we haven't been shot at yet." 

"Well, they've got us perfectly within range," Alek said. It's just that they don't want 
to hurt me. At least that's what I think. 

The girl pulled him through the snow and past the crew already forming up to defend 
the ship. 

Then Deryn saw what the captain was planning. There was a second elevator in the 
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air, with Newkirk on board, holding an aerial bomb in his arms. Ahead, more 
bombs were arrayed, half buried in the snow, with cables stretched out toward 
them. If the walker stumbled too close to any of them, they might explode 
underfoot. 

As she and Alek ran through the defenses, someone called out to them. But 
Deryn pretended she hadn't heard him. He had to get Alek to the front line before 
the shooting started. 

"You think they can't see us yet?" she asked. 

"We better make sure." Alek slowed his pace, waving his arms. 

The walker rumbled toward them for a few more seconds; then suddenly 
leaned back. For an instant, Deryn thought she was going to fall. But then a steel 
leg reached forward, digging into the snow, and the machine skidded to a stop, 
causing an icy cloud to billow up around it. 


‘cy 


_— 


«NEGOTIATIONS AND SIDE EFFECTS». 


"Well done, Klopp!" Alek murmured, turning to Deryn. They have seen us. 
-Brilliant! Oh, and I'm sorry about this.” Deryn grabbed Alek's arm, pulled out 
her knife, and pressed it against the boy's neck. 
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-But what...? he began, but his words trailed off as the cold metal touched his skin. 


"Don't resist, fool!" -whisper-. Don't you want me to cut your throat? I'm just making 
sure no one gets hurt. 

"| can't understand your /ogic ," Alek protested, but stopped resisting. 

When she looked up at the gigantic machine, Deryn put a defiant scowl on her face. 
The walker stood there, finally motionless, as if it had been transformed into a huge steel 
statue. 

"Hey, insiders!" Don't move or I'll open your friend's gut! -shout. 

"If you did, they'd just blow you to pieces," Alek pointed out. 

"Don't be an idiot," she whispered. l'm really not going to... 

His voice was lost in the air as the head of the machine began to move. 

Two rows of steel teeth began to open slowly, revealing a pair of faces inside. 


-AHA! Deryn exclaimed. Now it is certain that they can see us. 
"Yes, but now what do you think they'll do?" Surrender to the superior force of your 
knife? Alex sighed. 


"Well..." Deryn frowned. | haven't really thought of anything else 
beyond this moment. 


Alex looked at her. 


"You really are an idiot, aren't you?" 
"Me idiot?" Deryn exclaimed. But | just saved you all from getting blown up! 


"You're not going to believe they would have..." Alek began, then blew out a disgusted 
sigh. All you have to do is shout for Volger to come down with a white flag. He will know 
what to do. 

That seemed reasonable, Deryn thought, whoever this Volger was. 

He took a deep breath and yelled: 

"Attention clankers!" Send Volger out with a white flag. 

There was a long wait. Deryn looked up to see Newkirk and his elevator drifting 
helplessly above the airship. The wind had dropped. He hoped he had a good grip on his 
aerial bomb. 

Behind them, the airship's crew was completely silent, even the wind was almost still. 
The only sounds that were heard were the slight creaks that the war machine made as its 
engines cooled. He didn't know if the officers would have been upset by the idea he'd had. 
No one had ordered him to use Alek as a hostage. Although, of course, no one had 
ordered him not to either. 


A slight scrape of metal made him look back at the walker and he grabbed 
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stronger to Alek. Some kind of hatch was opening between the legs of the aircraft. 
From it fell a ladder made of chains that swung wildly for a moment, the sun 
glinting off its steel rungs. 

Next, a man climbed down it, slowly and carefully. Deryn repaired 
that the man had a sword hanging from his fur coat. 

"Is that Volger?" she whispered. 

Alex nodded. 

"| only hope your captain honors the deal." 

"Me too," Deryn said. 

A shot from that cannon could still destroy the Leviathan, where it stood. 

Those negotiations had to go well. 
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TWENTY NINE 


Count Volger walked towards them with an unreadable expression on his face. 
Alex swallowed. Given the circumstances, it was unlikely that Volger would give him the scolding he 
deserved. It was humiliating enough to be here held hostage by a mere boy. 


Volger stopped a few meters away and cautiously looked from the crew of the airship, which was 
a little further away, to the knife at Alek's throat. 


"Don't worry about this fool," Alek said in German. Just pretend 
threaten me 

Volger looked at Deryn. 

-I see. Unfortunately, the men behind you are dead serious. | doubt we can reach the walker 
without being shot dead first,” he said. 


"That's true, but maybe we can negotiate with them." 
-Hey! You two,” Deryn snapped. Enough of the clanker talk! 


Count Volger gave the boy a bored look and continued speaking in German: 


"Are you sure he doesn't speak our language?" 

"I highly doubt it," Alek replied. 

-OK. So let's pretend that | don't understand English. Maybe we can find out something interesting 
if the Darwinists think | don't understand them,” Volger said. 


Alex smiled. Volger was taking control of the situation. 

"What are you saying?" Deryn inquired, gripping Alek tighter. 

Alek turned to look at him and switched to English. 

"I'm afraid my friend doesn't speak English. He wants to see your captain. 
Deryn looked hard at Volger. He then indicated the airship with a nod. 


-Okay, let's go. But no nonsense," he said. 

Alek coughed politely to get her attention. 

"If | promise that we won't do anything foolish, could you consider withdrawing 
this knife from my throat? 

Deryn showed her surprise by widening her eyes. 
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-Yeah, of course. I'm sorry. 

As the cold steel pulled away from his skin, Alek felt his neck and winced. 
look at your hand. Not a trace of blood. 

"| used the blunt edge, you stupid jerk," Deryn whispered to him. 

-| apreciate it. And | suppose that making me come here was something you did. 
done without thinking, right? Alex said. 

"That's right," Deryn said with a smile. It's been absolutely great on my part. | just 
hope the officers don't kick my ass for daring to think for myself. 


Alek sighed, wondering if he would ever understand Dylan's peculiar way of speaking. 
At least no one had started shooting, for now. Maybe that boy wasn't so stupid after all. 


The captain received them in a room that covered the entire width of the aircraft. With 
the oil lamps burning and the gondola almost level, the aircraft seemed less odd and 
even luxurious. To Alek, the arches in the ceiling reminded him of a vine curving overhead, 
and though his chair felt solid, it seemed to weigh nothing. Did the Darwinists make trees 
as well as animals? The table was decorated with a pattern that seemed to be woven into 
the very grain of the wood. 


Volger studied the room intently with a very intent eye. Alek realized that the two of 
them were probably the first Austrians ever to board one of those big hydrogen breathers. 


There were seven people sitting around the table: Volger, Alek, Dr. 
Barlow, a scientist wearing a bowler hat, the captain and two of his officers. 

"| hope you don't mind if we serve you coffee," the captain said as they were served. 
It's a little early for cognac and cigarettes are strictly prohibited on board. 


"And there's a woman present, too," Dr. Barlow said with a smile. 
"Of course," the captain murmured. 
He cleared his throat as he gave her a small bow. not both 
they seemed to get along very well. 
"| really appreciate the coffee since | haven't slept much," Alek said. 


"It's been a long night for everyone,” the captain conceded. 

Alek pretended to translate what had been said so far. Volger smiled and 
He nodded as he listened, as if he were hearing it all for the first time. 

Then he asked, "Do 

you think any of them speak our language?" 
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When Alek glanced around the table, none of the Darwinians responded. 


"The lady speaks excellent Latin," Alek murmured. Maybe you also know some other language. 


Volger looked at Dr. Barlow's bowler hat for a moment and nodded. 
slightly. 

"Let's be careful then." 

Alek nodded and turned back to the Leviathan's captain. 

“Okay, let me start by apologizing if we've been rude to you. In times of war we must suspect the 
worst if we find an intruder,’ said the captain. 


“Nobody's been hurt,” Alek said, pondering how easy it was to apologize when you're targeting 


someone. 
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"But | have to admit, we're still unclear who you are," the captain said, clearing his throat. 
That's an Austrian Assault Walker, right? 


"And it has the Hausburg crest on it," Dr. Barlow said. 

As he was translating that for Volger, Alek remembered Klopp's plans to camouflage the 
palace guard walker. For some reason, it never seemed important to them to give it a good 
coat of paint as they fled for their lives. 

"Explain to him that we are political adversaries of the Emperor and that he has taken 
advantage of the war to get rid of his enemies." We are not deserters. 

Our only option was flight,” Volger said. 

Alek translated all this into English, marveling at Volger's ability to think on his feet. The 

explanation was not only believable, but it was also quite close to reality. 


"But who are you exactly?" Dr. Barlow asked when Alek had finished. Servants? Or are 
they also members of the Hausburg family? 


Alek hesitated for a moment, wondering what the Darwinists would do if he told them he 
was the Emperor's great-nephew. Would they take him to England as a war trophy? 
Would they use the story of his escape for propaganda? 

He turned to Volger. 

"What do we tell them, count?" 

"It would be advisable if you did not address me because of my rank," the count said with 
A whisper. 

Alek paused briefly and looked at Dr. Barlow. Either she hadn't heard the word "count" 
or she was too smart to let it slip. Or maybe 
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It was true that he didn't speak German, after all. 

"Tell them we'd rather not talk about something like this with foreigners," he continued. 
Volger— Suffice it to say that in this war we are neutral and hold no grudge against 
a shipwrecked crew. 

Alek carefully translated Volger's words, secretly grateful that he had been 
practicing his English on Dylan. 

"It's quite mysterious," Dr. Barlow said. 

"Although also hopeful, of course," the scientist said, leaning forward. Maybe 
you can help us. What we need is quite simple: food. Lots of food. 


-Just food? Alek said, looking puzzled. 
"This is by no means a dead clanker machine," said the scientist pompously, as 
if repeating the catechism. If we feed it enough, the ship repairs itself. 


Alek turned to Volger and shrugged. 

"He says all they need is food." 

"Good, then we'll give them food." 

"Shall we give it to him?" Alex asked. But yesterday you... 

“Your stupidity has given me the opportunity to reconsider my decision. While 
we were planning our attack this morning, transport birds were sent out on a rescue 
mission, no doubt. And what's worse, the Germans could be looking for them,' said 
Volger. 

"So the sooner they get out of this valley, the better," Alek guessed, feeling the 
sense of humiliation fade a little. 

If his reckless excursion through the snow had caused Volger to decide 
help the airship crew, perhaps he had done the right thing after all. 

"Besides," Volger added, "I'm sure they'll want to trade you for something, my 
useless and annoying young friend. 

Alek glared at Volger, who smiled placidly back at him. He was just trying to play 
Alek down, of course, in case Dr. Barlow could understand them. But there was no 
need for Volger to gloat so much either. 


Alek collected himself and said in 

English, “We'd be happy to feed you. What kind of food does your 
aircraft? 

"Best would be raw meat and fruit," Dr. Barlow said. Anything a bird could eat. 
For our bees we would need honey and sugar. 
We can also dissolve starches, such as flour, in the gastric canal. 

—But how much food would we be talking about? -asked. 
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“Six or seven tons in all. 


Alek raised an eyebrow, trying to remember how much an English ton was equal to. 
About a thousand kilograms, if | remembered correctly. By God, that was a hungry 
beast. 

“I'm afraid...we don't have honey. But there are large amounts of sugar, meat and 
flour. Will dried fruit do? 

Dr. Barlow nodded. 

“Our bats love dried fruit. 

"Bats?" 

Alek felt a chill as he translated for Volger. 

"Your little expedition is getting more and more expensive, Alek," the earl said. 
But we can afford it. And in return we will get you out of here immediately. 

Alek turned to the captain. 

"We want my freedom in exchange for food." 

"We'd love to send you home, of course," said the captain, 
frowning-. Of course, once we have the food in our possession. 

"| think they'll have to release me now." Alek looked at Volger. My 
family will not accept anything else. 

Dr. Barlow was smiling. 

“It's touching how they care about you, Alek. But there is a downside. When you 
are no longer our guest, that walker could easily destroy us. 


"| guess so," Alek said. 

He turned to Volger and said in German, 

"They want to hold me as collateral." 

"Offer them a change." | will go in his place. 

“| can't let him do that, Volger. This is all my fault! 

"| won't argue with you. But we'll need two good pilots to transport that huge 
amount of food,” Volger said. 

Alex frowned. He suspected the real reason was to keep him alive for the Austro- 
Hungarian throne. On the other hand, it was true that old Klopp couldn't drive a fully 
loaded Assault Walker back and forth in this frigid environment. And, of course, there 
was also the main reason Volger had been pretending not to speak English: he 
wanted to spy on the unsuspecting Darwinists while he was their hostage. 


-OK. I'll tell them we want to make a change. 

Volger raised his hand. 

"Maybe we should bring them up for a tougher deal." If we take any of them 
hostage, they'll probably be more willing to release me later. 
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One piece. 
Alex smiled. He had been taking orders from the Darwinists all through the 


evening. Now it was his turn. 


—Volger will stay in my place and we will take one of you as a guest 
In return. Perhaps yourself, captain? he raised. 
"| don't think that's possible," said one of the officers. The captain is needed here. 


"As is the case with all my officers and crew," said the captain. The aircraft has sustained 


— damage. l'm afraid there's no one we can do without. 


Alex crossed his arms. 


"Then I'm afraid we don't have any food we can do without either." 


The table was silent for a few moments. The Darwinists glared at Alek, while Volger just watched, 
pretending not to understand. 


"Well, | think the answer is obvious," Dr. Barlow said. I'll go. 

"How do you say?" the captain bellowed. 

Don't be absurd! "I'm not often absurd, Captain," said Dr. Barlow, in a haughty tone. Then he 
began listing his reasons on his fingers. First, | can't help do any kind of repair. Second, | know what 
kind of food the Leviathan creatures can eat and what they can't. 


-Like me! said the other scientist. 
"But you're the ship's doctor," said Dr. Barlow, "and | don't even 
| get to nurse. It is evident that | am the best option. 
As the officers argued with her, Alek leaned toward Volger. 
"He'll get away with it." For some reason, he's someone very important here," he warned. 


"Then that makes her the ideal hostage," the earl said. 
"Not really," Alek murmured. 


Neither Klopp nor the other men speak English. He would have to deal with Dr. Barlow himself. 
"Do you think it will cause us trouble?" Volger asked. 


"I guess | can manage with a woman," Alek said with a sigh. 
As long as he doesn't bring that damned beast of his with him. 
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THIRTY 


Tazza seemed to like riding an Assault Walker. 

The animal scampered around the cockpit, pawing at the empty cartridges 
on the floor that had rolled into cracks and corners. Soon bored with it, he sniffed 
at the emergency rations cabinet and growled as he watched Alek's feet on the 
pedals. It was really annoying. 


"This machine has a peculiar way of walking," Dr. Barlow said from the 
commander's chair. She was staring at Alek's hands as he drove, which was 
most awkward. Is it based on any particular animal? 


"| have no idea," Alek replied, wishing Klopp could answer the lady's 
questions. The professor had retreated to the artillery post, horrified to have a 
woman on his Cyklope Walker. Or maybe because | was afraid of 
A cup. 

"His gait is reminiscent of a bird's," Dr. Barlow said. 

"Yes, it's like a huge iron rooster!" Deryn added. 

Alek sighed, regretting that he hadn't negotiated a more balanced hostage 
exchange. It seemed unfair to him that Dr. Barlow had brought her entire 
entourage: a beast, an assistant, and a trunk full of luggage, while on the airship 
Volger didn't even have a change of socks. 

Alek put his questions aside and concentrated on the controls. The Cyklope 
was climbing the rocky slope that led to the castle and he did not want to stumble 
in front of the Darwinists. 


Dr. Barlow leaned forward as the crumbling walls came into view. 


“How rustic. 

"It's so it won't be noticed," Alek murmured. 

"Do you use decay as camouflage?” Witty. 

Alek slowed the walker as they neared the gate, but ended up scraping the 
iron hinges with the machine's right shoulder. He winced as he heard the metallic 
screeching echo through the cabin and Tazza shrieking in unison. 


"A little tight, right?" Deryn remarked. If you intend to walk in this 
monstrosity, they should put a bigger door on you. 


www.lectulandia.com - Page 204 


Machine Translated by Google 


Alek gripped the controls tight as he tried to stop the walker, but 
he managed to bite his tongue. 
"There must be a lot of you!" exclaimed Dr. Barlow. 
“Only five,” Alek said, opening the stable doors wider. But we are very well provisioned. 


He didn't mention that this was just one of many warehouses. 

"How handy." 

Dr. Barlow unhooked the leash from Tazza's collar and the animal trotted off into the 
darkness, sniffing at every box and barrel it came across. 
passed. 

—But it is impossible that you brought all this in that machine. 

-We did not. He had been left here before for this purpose, just in case,” Alek said 
simply. 

The doctor clicked her tongue sadly. 

“Prolonged family quarrels can be very exhausting. 

Alek just gritted his teeth and didn't respond. With each word that came out of his 
mouth he only managed to reveal more information. 

He wondered if the Darwinians hadn't figured out who he really was by now. The 
murder was still making headlines, and the estrangement between her father and the 
emperor was no secret. Fortunately, the Austrian newspapers had not revealed that Alek 
had disappeared. Apparently the government wanted to keep his disappearance a secret, 
at least until they could make it permanent. 


Deryn appeared at the stable door and whistled admiringly. 
"This is your pantry?" The strange thing is that you're not fatter,” he laughed. 
"Let's ask no questions of good fortune, Mr. Sharp," said Dr. Barlow. 


As if she herself hadn't been asking a lot of questions just moments before. She 
handed Deryn a notepad and fountain pen and began to move among the boxes and 
sacks, reading the labels and singing aloud what she read for them to write down. 


After watching the doctor effortlessly translate the labels, Alek cleared his throat. 

“Your German is very good, Dr. Barlow. 

-Oh, thank you. 

"I'm surprised you didn't talk to Volger," Alek said. 

She turned to him and smiled innocently. 

—German is such an important language for the study of science that at the same time 
| finally decided to learn to read it. But holding a conversation is another story. 

Alek wondered if that was true or if instead he had understood them. 
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The perfection. 

"Well, I'm glad you think our science is worth reading." 

She shrugged her shoulders. 

"We borrow from your engineering as much as you borrow from the 
Our. 


"Us, borrow from the Dawinists?" Alek snorted. How absurd! 


"But it's true," Deryn said from across the room. Mr. Rigby says that you clankers 
could never have invented walking machines if you hadn't followed our example. 


"Of course we could have!" Alek exclaimed, although the relationship between 
the one and the other had never occurred to him. 

How else could a war machine move? On tracks, like an old-fashioned farm 
tractor? What a ridiculous idea! 

As the two Darwinists returned to their work, Alek's bad mood turned to irritation 
with himself. If he hadn't missed his discovery that Dr. Barlow spoke German, 
perhaps Volger would have come up with something to trick her. 


He sighed dejectedly, seeing how often what he thought turned out to be 
deceptive. After all, Dr. Barlow had only done what Volger was doing with the 
Darwinists: pretended not to speak their language so she could spy on them. 


It was really strange how much they resembled each other. 
Alek shuddered at the thought and went to help Klopp and the others set up the 
Assault Walker. The sooner the Darwinists left, the sooner all this bullshit would stop. 


"Will that hulk be able to handle all this?" Deryn asked. 
Alek glanced at the sled, which was loaded to the top with barrels, crates, and 
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and bags. Eight thousand kilos in all, plus the weight of Tazza, who was sitting on top 
of the pile of food, enjoying the last rays of the sun. It wouldn't be possible to start 
transporting everything before dark, but it would all be ready by dawn. 


"Professor Klopp says it should slide smoothly through the snow." The 
The question is not to break the chains. 

"Well, it's not bad, actually," said Deryn, who was sketching the Assault Walker, 
capturing the lines of the machine in quick, precise strokes. | must admit, you clankers 
have a good hand with machines. 


"Thanks," Alex said. 

Actually making the sled had been quite simple. One of the castle gates had been 
knocked out of its socket and smoothed, then two iron bars had been added for skids. 
The tricky part had been securing the sled to the Assault Walker. At the time, Klopp 
was standing on a stepladder reinforcing the anchor eye in the sputtering light of a 
welder's torch. 


"But isn't that taking a lot of trouble?” Why build a machine for 
do something that animals know how to do better? Deryn asked. 


-Better? | doubt any of your manufactured creatures could pull this load,” Alek said. 


"| think an elephantine could easily pull that up," Deryn replied, pointing at Klopp. 
And you wouldn't have to be greasing the gears every few minutes. 


www.lectulandia.com - Page 207 


Machine Translated by Google 


“Professor Klopp is just being cautious. Metal can crack in this cold,” Alek said. 


"That's exactly what | mean." Mammoths Jove the cold! 
Alek remembered seeing photos of a mammoth—a huge, shaggy Siberian elephant, 
the first extinct creature Darwinists had brought back to life. 


"Don't they fall and die if it's hot?" 

"That's a clanker lie!" Deryn exclaimed and shrugged. Nothing's wrong with them, 
unless you take them further south than Glasgow. 

Alek laughed, though he was never quite sure when Dylan was joking. The boy 
knew how to make sharp comments, despite his crude way of speaking. He had proven 
quite adept at tying the load to the sled, and he had also gotten along with Bauer and 
Hoffman with an ease Alek never would have been capable of. And without speaking a 
word of German. 

Alek may have been schooled in combat and strategy tactics his entire life, but 
Dylan was a true soldier. He cursed extravagantly and effortlessly, and during lunch he 
had thrown a knife and hit the center of a block ten feet away. He was skinnier than 
most boys his age, but he could work alongside the other men and be treated as an 
equal. Even the eye that had remained black since the accident gave him a pirate and 
quarrelsome air. 


In a way, Dylan was the kind of boy Alek would have wanted to be, if he hadn't been 
the son of the archduke. 

"Well, don't worry," Alek said, patting Deryn on the shoulder. The Cyklope can carry 
— all the food your airbeast needs. 
Though it's hard for me to imagine how a single creature could eat all of this. 

"Don't be a jerk." Leviathan is not a single creature,” Deryn said . That's all 
a network of beasts, what is called an ecosystem. 

Alex nodded slowly. 

“| seem to remember hearing Dr. Barlow speak of bats. 

“Yes, fléchette bats. You should see those little beasts do their job. 


"Flechette ?" It means "dart" in French. 
-| guess. Bats swallow metal spikes and then discharge them onto 
the enemy,” Deryn explained. 
"Do they eat metal spikes?" And then... Do they download them? Alex asked slowly. 


Deryn suppressed a laugh. 
"Yes, in the usual way. 
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Alex blinked. This boy couldn't be saying what Alek thought he was saying. Perhaps 
it was another of his peculiar jokes. 

"Well, I'm glad we're at peace and that your bats aren't going to... well that... 
unload their fléchettes on us." 

Deryn nodded with a serious look on her face. 

"I'm glad too, Alek, everyone says clankers only care about their machines." But 
you are not like that. 

-Of course not. 

“That was a damn brave thing, crossing all that ice by yourself. 

Alex cleared his throat. 

"Anyone would have done the same." 

-Crap. You got in trouble for helping us, right? 

"| won't argue with you. 

Deryn held out her hand. 

"Well, that was damn decent of you." 

-Thank my Lord. 

Alek took the boy's hand and shook it. 

"And it was a very decent thing of you to save me from a horrible death." 

"That doesn't count," Deryn said. | too would have died a horrible death. 

Alex laughed. 

"| appreciate it, anyway, as long as you promise not to 
hold me at knife point. 

“| promise,” Deryn said, a serious expression still on her face. 

It must have been hard, having to run away from home. 

"It has been," Alek said, eyeing the cadet suspiciously. Has Dr. Barlow asked you 
to try to find out who | am? 

"That luminary doesn't need my help," Deryn said with a snort. He already imagines 
that you must be someone important. 

"For this castle?" Why did they come looking for me in a walker? 

Deryn shook her head. 

"Because they traded a bloody earl for you." 

Alek cursed under his breath. Dr. Barlow had understood them perfectly when she 
had addressed Volger by his title. And that wasn't the only nonsense that had slipped 
out. 

"Can | trust you, Dylan?" Can you keep a secret? 

The boy looked at him suspiciously. 

"Not if it poses a danger to the ship." 

-Of course not. It's just... Would you mind not telling Dr. Barlow that I'm an orphan? 
—Alek fell silent, wondering if simply by asking 
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he would be giving himself away. If he finds out, he'll find out who | am and there could be trouble 
between us again. 


Deryn stared at Alek for a moment and nodded solemnly. 
"| can keep that secret." Your family is none of our business. 


-Thank you. 


When they shook hands again, Alek felt a weight lifted from his shoulders. | knew Dylan would 
keep his word. After a month in which he had been betrayed several times: by his family, by his 


country's allies, and by his own government, it was a relief to be able to trust someone. 


He stamped his feet on the ground, shivering with cold. 

"How about we try to warm up?" 

-Yeah. A piping hot cup of tea would be ideal. 

"We could start a fire!" Alek said, realizing that there was no longer any need to hide the smoke. 
Another advantage of helping the Darwinians was that he would be able to enjoy a hot bath and meal 


for the first time in weeks. 


Dinner was something extravagant, but the bath was even better. Bauer first filled the tub with 
snow and then melted it with pots of boiling water. The bathroom was deliciously warm as a result, and 


for the first time in a month, Alek removed the motor grease from under his fingernails. 


Since there was a lady present, Klopp, Bauer and Hoffman shaved. Dylan wished he hadn't 


brought his razor, though the boy didn't really seem to need it. 


Dr. Barlow, of course, was reluctant to bathe in a castle full of men. But when Dylan also refused 
to take the opportunity to take a bath, Alek thought that perhaps hot water was flowing abundantly in 


the Darwinists' airship. 


Hoffman thawed a lamb on the stove while Professor Klopp and Bauer cooked a hearty pot of 
chicken broth with potatoes, onions, and black pepper. The banquet lasted well into the night, 


exhausted as everyone was. 

It was exhilarating to have a lady at the table. Just as Alek had suspected, Dr. Barlow was fairly 
fluent in German. And Dylan managed to make the other men laugh with the few words he'd learned 
in a day. 

As the night wore on, Alek began to wonder when he would see a new face again. After spending 
five weeks in hiding, she had almost forgotten what it was like to meet someone or make new friends. 
What if he had to stay in that castle for years? 


The next morning, Alek got up awkwardly. At first, the sled did not 
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he wanted to move, like a dog that doesn't want to go for a walk. But in the end the skids broke 
through the ice that had formed overnight and squeaked over the patio stones. 


As the Assault Walker neared the door, Alek wondered if 
the sled behind them was going straight. 

Professor Klopp seemed to read his mind. 

"Maybe | should take a look from the hatch, like Volger did." 

-Do not be offended, Klopp, but | think he is too robust to get on 
to my shoulders,” Alek said. 

The mechanics professor shrugged and seemed relieved. 

"Perhaps Mr. Sharp can help you," Dr. Barlow suggested in German. 

She was sitting in the commander's chair again, with Tazza at her feet. Alek agreed, and 
shortly after, Deryn had climbed on his shoulders to keep an eye on what was happening 
behind from the hatch. 

“At least we know the sleigh will go through the gate. Since it is the door — Klopp murmured. 


After a few bumps and scratches, they climbed outside and began to slide on the ice. But 
pulling a sled was like walking on molasses. The engines 


they roared at every step. Deryn was still standing over Alek, her boots kicking irritatingly off 
his shoulders. 

“Get ready to speed up a bit,” Klopp advised as they reached the slope that led down from 
the castle. You don't want the load to slide and hit us from behind. 

Alek nodded and tightened his grip on the controls. Going down the hill, the sled would pick 
up speed. 

Deryn landed in the cabin with a clang. 

-They're here! 

They all looked at him, open-mouthed. 

"They're coming to rescue us!" Two airships approaching from the mountains ahead,’ he 
called. 

Alek brought the Assault Walker to a stop quickly and looked at Klopp. 

"Unleash the charge!" We have to get Volger back! 

"But then they'll think we attacked them." 

"Wait a minute, both of you," Dr. Barlow said. According to the captain, the Air Force 
shouldn't be here for another week! 

Professor Klopp did not reply. He leaned forward and put on his glasses. 
He swept the sky with his gaze, then fixed his gaze on a single point with a frown. Alek glanced 
through the visor and saw them: two dots just above the horizon line. He turned off the walker, 
listening for the sound of the aircraft's engines coming through the snow. 
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"They're not aerobeasts," Klopp said simply. It's the Kaiser's zeppelins 
preparing to attack. 
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THIRTY-ONE 


Deryn listened as the old mechanic argued with Alek. 
He didn't need to speak clanker to know what they were saying: he had heard the 
word "zeppelin" from Klopp's mouth. So they weren't rescuers, but German convicts. 


| thought Klopp wanted to flee to the castle and let the zeppelins do their job. The 
airships had yet to detect the Assault Walker. So once Leviathan was destroyed, Alek 
and his friends could go back into hiding. 


Dr. Barlow was going to intervene in the discussion, but Deryn made her put it away. 
silence putting a hand on her shoulder. He knew exactly what to say. 

“Your friend Volger is out there, Alek. It was traded for you! 

-| Know. But apparently Volger had it all planned. He made Klopp promise to keep 
me hidden if the Germans showed up,” Alek said. 

Deryn sighed. That count was most devious. 

Alek switched back to clanker language and ordered Klopp to unhitch the walker 
from the sled. It was strange to see how many words were almost the same in German 
and English, if you paid attention. For once, though, Alek wasn't getting his way. The old 
mechanic crossed his arms and kept repeating the words ‘nein' and ‘nicht’, which any 
idiot would have known meant 'no' in Clanker. 


And it was obvious that Bauer and Hoffman would obey Klopp and not Alek, no 
matter how important the boy was back in Clankerland. Without his help, the Assault 
Walker would be stuck here, like a dog tied to a stake. 

Deryn drew her knife, but figured that holding it to Alek's throat wouldn't work a 
second time. Besides, he had promised not to do it again. However, the time had come 
to end that dispute. 

With the handle of the knife he struck Klopp hard on his pointed helmet, which slid 


over his eyes, drowning out his last argument. 
He turned to Alex. 


"Give me an axe." 


Deryn hurried down the chain ladder. He carried the ax across his safety harness. 
The snowpack on the slope was deep, filling his boots with deathly cold as he struggled 
up to the sled. 

He had seen Klopp put together that contraption, so he knew its weaknesses. 
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The ends of the chain were welded to two iron bars at the front of the sled, and the 
length of the chain passed through a steel ring at the Cyklope's waist . If he cut either 
end, the chain would slide off the ring all the way, freeing the walker. 


But the chain was huge, each link as big as Deryn's hand. 
He chose the correct side of the sled. It looked as if the welding had been done 
haphazardly on that side: the wood was smudged with blobs of metal. 
He made a ball of snow with his gloved hands and jammed it into one of the links of the 
chain. With any luck, Alek would be right, and the cold would cause the metal to crack. 


"Very good," he said, raising the axe. Break yourself! 

His first blow bounced back weakly. The chain was too loose 
enough to absorb the force of impact. 

"We don't have time for this!" Alek yelled, looking at the horizon. 

The two aircraft were close enough to see their insignia: iron crosses on their tail 
fins. Their fuselages gleamed in the morning sunlight. 


"Mr. Sharp!" called Dr. Barlow, poking her head out of the walker's hatch. Is there 
something we can do? 

"Yes," Deryn yelled, "Tighten the chain!" 

Dr. Barlow disappeared from sight, and a few moments later the Assault Walker's 
engines roared loudly. He took a heavy step forward and the chain snapped taut. The 
sled moved a little beside Deryn as it picked up more snow. 


His next blow slammed into the rigid metal, sending a nasty shock up his arms to 
his shoulders. He knelt down to take a closer look at the chain: the blow had left a notch 
in one of the links and another in the axe. But the chain had not broken. 


-Demons! 

"Have we got anything?" asked Dr. Barlow. 

Deryn didn't answer and hit the chain again as hard as she could. The ax flew from 
her hands and she jumped back. The tool circled in the air, then landed a few meters 
away. 

"Be careful, Mr. Sharp!" the scientist warned. 

Deryn ignored it and took a closer look at the chain. One of the links showed a small 
fracture, too small to allow another link to pass through. 


But if they exerted enough force, the metal would give way. 
"Tell Alek to shoot, as far as he can go!" He said shouting in the direction of the 
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Assault Walker. 


Dr. Barlow nodded, and a second later the walker began to roar again. The 
machine shifted its weight from one foot to the other, digging deeper and deeper 
into the snow. Sparks flew as the metal feet scraped against the stones below. 
The sled lurched forward a bit and bumped lightly at Deryn's knee, as if it were 
some huge dumb beast trying to get her attention. 

The broken link was giving way, the crack growing larger with each roar of 
the walker's engines. Deryn took a cautious step back. The chain would snap 
like a giant metal whip when it finally snapped. 

He scanned the horizon. The two aircraft had separated to pounce on their 
prey from opposite directions. The sky filled with shapes as the Leviathan 's 
beasts took flight. But the whale lay motionless on the ground, defenseless 
against the clanker attack. 

-Damn! 

Deryn trudged to where the ax had fallen and picked it up from the snow. A 
good blow to any part of that chain would snap that damned link. 


Grabbing a loose strap from the cargo to steady himself, he spent a few 
moments listening to the roars of the Assault Walker's engine. Having memorized 
her cadence, Deryn raised the ax one-handed and brought it down just as the 
engine roared louder. 

The chain snapped and flew quickly. As the freed walker lurched forward, 
the links of the chain threaded through the ring at his waist with a clatter like a 
Maxim machine gun . The loose end jerked around for a few seconds, then 
struck violently near the walker's head, causing the scientist to jump back inside 
with a start. 
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"BREAKING THE CHAIN". 


However, the chain was still attached to the left side of the sled, and when the 
loose end passed through the steel ring attached to the walker, the entire length of 
the chain fell back on Deryn. 

She dove into the snow and heard the metal whip over her head. It hit the sled's 
cargo hard and ripped open one of the flour sacks. 

A flurry of white dust filled the air. 

The chain finally lost power, fell into the snow, and slithered away, obediently 
following the tottering walker. 

Deryn scrambled to her feet, coughing at the dry taste of inhaled flour. He felt 
that something was hitting him in the knee... 

The sled pushed her insistently, gaining soeed. But what was it that pulled him? 


Then he realized what had happened. The last tug on the chain had caused the 
sled to start sliding down the slope. 
-Oh great! Deryn said, jumping quickly onto the sled. As she spat out more 


flour, she heard the sound of the skates sliding across the snow grow louder. 


Ahead, the Assault Walker had stopped and had its back to him. Alex 
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| was waiting for him to come back up the stairs. 

The sled was heading straight for the walker's legs. 

Deryn stood unsteadily on top of a sack of dried apricots. She cupped her 
hands and 

yelled, “Dr. Barlow! 

There was no answer, no one leaned out of the hatch. What were they doing 
in there, playing ludo? 

The sled continued to gain speed. 

“Dr. Barlow! he yelled again. 

Finally, a black bowler hat emerged from the hatch. Deryn waved her hands, 
trying to point out the sled, the movement, and the general notion of destruction. 
The scientist's eyes widened as she saw the recently unleashed cargo bearing 
down on them. 

He disappeared back inside. 

-It was time! Deryn exclaimed, crossing her arms. 

It was a good thing she had jumped on it, for the sled was picking up speed 
by the minute and already sliding faster than Deryn could have run through that 
snow. He picked up the loose strap again; he didn't want to fall off and end up a 
slimy blob on the sleigh runners. 

The walker was moving again, taking a slow, heavy step forward. The machine 
wobbled a bit, like a dumb beast wondering whether or not to run from a predator. 


Deryn frowned; | was hoping they wouldn't run off into battle 
without her. However, Alek didn't seem to be one to leave his crew behind. 

Dr. Barlow appeared again, and the walker's engines roared to life. He was 
yelling in the direction of the cockpit, leading Alek through some scientific strategy 
of his. 

But the sled kept gaining ground and picking up speed over the snow. 
Hardened faster than the Assault Walker. 

Deryn studied the cargo, which loomed like a tower above her. If the two 
gigantic objects collided, she would be right in the middle. 

-Hurry up! he yelled as he climbed higher on the pile of sacks. 

The walker was getting closer and closer, and Deryn thought Dr. Barlow had 
gone completely mad. He wasn't even trying to get out of the way. The walker 
kept a steady pace, somewhat slower than the sled. 

The girl mimicked her confusion to Dr. Barlow, who gestured for her to climb 
up. 

Deryn frowned. Then he saw the ladder hanging from the hatch in the walker's 
belly. It stirred in the air with the walking of the machine, 
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lagging behind like the broken string of a child's kite. 
"Oh, you don't want me to hold on to that," he murmured. 
The ladder was made of chains and metal rungs; heavy enough to knock out a tooth. 


Deryn crossed her arms. And why couldn't he get on the walker once the sled had 
stopped? Of course, the sooner he got on board, the sooner they could go to the 
Leviathan's aid. 

The clanker airships were making their first pass over the icy expanse. 

From the nacelles their machine guns could be seen oscillating with a cloud of flechette 
bats swirling around them. Now he could tell how small the zeppelins really were: they 
were barely more than 180 meters long. But Leviathan was almost helpless below them, 
her beasts hungry and battered from last night's battle. 


"| guess | don't have a damn choice," he muttered. 

The Assault Walker was closer, so close that the snow kicked up by its 
gigantic paws hit him in the face. 

But the ladder wobbled out of reach. Deryn stepped carefully to the edge of the front 
of the sled, balancing on a barrel of sugar. Still he couldn't reach her. | was going to 
have to jump. 


Deryn braced herself, flexing her hands and trying to find some pattern in the erratic 
rocking of the ladder. 


He finally jumped... 

Her fingers closed on a metal rung and she found herself rocking forward between 
the walker's legs. The sound of the engine was deafening. 
Gears and pistons screeched around him, and a pair of exhaust pipes blew hot black 
smoke into his face. Each walker's step shook his hold, and his feet swung violently. 
The ladder twisted in the air, sending Deryn spinning like a fallen spindle. 


He shuffled until one of his boots reached a lower rung. The world stopped spinning. 
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"CLIMBING BETWEEN THE GEARS". 


Looking up, he saw Bauer and Hoffman lean out of the dark hatch in the abdomen. 
Bauer held out his hand. All | had to do was move up 
a few meters. 

As if that was easy. 

Deryn reached for the next crossbar. The metal was jagged and clung to his 
gloves. He heaved himself up, trying to avoid the spikes that were arrayed around 
the hatch. 

At last he was close enough to reach for Bauer's hand. 

Hoffman had a firm grip on it, and the two men quickly hauled it in. 

"Willkommen an Bord, " Bauer said with a smile. 

That meant "Welcome aboard," of course. 

Boy, the clanker language was easy. 
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"You're white as a ghost!" said Dr. Barlow. 

“It's just flour. 

Deryn struggled and groaned the remaining distance to the cockpit. His hands 
ached from climbing the stairs, and the muscles in his arms ached. His heart was 
still going a hundred an hour. 

-Flour? How weird! said Dr. Barlow. 


"Well done Dylan!" Alek was twisting the controls. | had never seen anyone 
board a walker like that. 


"I wouldn't recommend it to anyone." 


He collapsed gasping on the wobbly floor of the cabin. Tazza approached him 
slowly to nuzzle her hand and sneezed into the flour. 

Before long, Deryn felt dizzy from the movement of the walker. The journey to 
the castle had been bad enough: the screeching of metal against metal, the smell 
of oil and exhaust fumes, plus the endless criminal noise of the engines. But riding 
the walker at top speed was like being shaken inside a tin can. Now he understood 
why the clankers wore those stupid helmets; Deryn thought it was the only thing 
they could do to keep from banging their heads against the wall. 


Klopp, who was watching through the viewfinder with a pair of binoculars, said something in 
German to Alek. 

“I thought you didn't want to help,” Deryn murmured. 

"That was while we could still hide," Dr. Barlow said. 
Now that the Germans have almost certainly seen us, he's changed his mind. If 
we don't shoot down those two zeppelins, they'll report our location to our Austrian 
friends. 

"Well, | might have changed my mind a bit sooner." Deryn looked down at her 
sore hands. | could have used a little help to break that chain. 


Dr. Barlow patted him on the shoulder. 

“You've done a good job, Mr. Sharp. 

Deryn ignored the compliment and rose to her feet. He had had enough of 
stumbling around. She grabbed two straps dangling from the ceiling and pulled 
herself toward the hatch above. 

When he opened it, the cold hit him full in the face. It was like being on the loin 
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of the aircraft in a storm, the horizon lurching around them with every step. 


Deryn squinted to see through the frigid wind. The zeppelins flew low and trailed ropes across 
the ground. Men slid down them and landed in the snow carrying weapons and equipment on their 
backs. 

But why go to all the trouble? If they wanted to destroy the Leviathan, they could stay on top and 


use phosphorus bombs. 
He got back into the walker. 


“Men are landing. 


“Those are Kondor Z-50s,” Alek said. They carry soldiers instead of heavy weapons. 


"It seems their goal is to capture our ship," Dr. Barlow said. 
-Damn! Deryn exclaimed. A living hydrogen breather in the hands of the clankers would be a 
catastrophe since they could study all the weak points of the great airship. 


"Why aren't they afraid of us?" 
"They'll carry anti-walker batteries," Alek said gravely. No 
They can shoot them from the air. But from the ground they will be able to present battle. 
Deryn swallowed. It was horrible enough to have to travel in that hulk, but the thought of being 
roasted alive by armor-piercing shells made her sick. 


“We need your help again, Dylan. 

The girl stared at Alek. 

"You don't want me driving this damn thing, do you?" 

"No," Alex said. But tell me, do you know how to shoot a Spandau machine gun? Deryn had no 
idea how that was done, though she had fired air weapons many times. 


However, this was very different. Like anything clanker-built, it was ten times noisier, more 
unstable, and more annoying than it looked. When he pulled the trigger to test it, it clicked like a 
piston in his hands. It spewed casings out of its side at full speed, ricocheting off the cabin wall in a 
shower of metal. 


-Curse! He swore an oath. How do you hit anything with this? 

"It's just pointing in the general direction," Dr. Barlow said. It 
what the clankers lack in precision, they have more than enough to destroy a target. 

Deryn leaned forward to peer through the peephole. All he could see was the sky and the swaying 
snow. She felt claustrophobic and half blind. It was the opposite of watching from Leviathan's spine , 
with the battle arrayed below her like pawns on a chessboard. 
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He looked at Klopp, who was manning the other machine gun. Instead of 
looking outside, she waited for Alek to tell her when to shoot. 

—Hold on. I'll be right back,” Deryn said, propelling herself back to 
through the top hatch. 

The two Kondors had already deployed their soldiers. One group was 
speeding toward the Leviathan , their zeppelin giving them covering fire with 
machine guns. The other group was setting up some kind of artillery piece: a 
large-caliber field gun aimed directly at the Assault Walker. 


"THE SOLDIERS SHOOTING". 


-Demons! Deryn exclaimed. 

The clankers worked diligently, and moments later the muzzle of the gun spat 
fire. The walker lurched under her, throwing her against the side of the hatch. He 
was about to fall in. His feet dangled. 

For a moment, Deryn thought they had been hit. But then he felt the hum of 
the shell pass him with such force that his ears rang. The Assault Walker took a 
long lurching turn and finally regained its footing on the snow. 
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Either Alek was absolutely great at the controls or he was completely crazy. 
They were heading straight for the anti-walker weapon, which was bobbing back 
and forth in their line of sight as the crew desperately reloaded it. 


Deryn climbed back inside and took control of her machine gun, aiming low. 
He figured they'd get to the German soldiers in about five seconds, if they weren't 
blown to bits first. 

"Ready!" Alex yelled. 

Deryn didn't wait and pulled the trigger. The weapon jumped and vibrated in 
his hands, spewing death in all directions. A few dark shapes passed her 
peephole, but she had no idea if they were rocks or the anti-walker weapon. 

A metallic sound shook the cabin and suddenly everything tilted to port. Deryn 
was thrown from the gun and slipped on the casings that rolled on the floor. 

He landed on something soft, which turned out to be Dr. Barlow and Tazza, 
huddled in a corner. 

"Excuse me, ma'am," he yelled. 

"Don't worry," said the scientist. You don't really weigh much at all. 

"| think we've got it," Alek said, still fiddling with the controls. 

Deryn scrambled to her feet and peered out the top hatch again. 

Behind them, the anti-walker weapon lay broken, tipped over, barrel bent, in one 
of its giant footprints. The soldiers had scattered, some of them lying limp on the 
ground, the snow around them flecked with red. 

"You've crushed her, Alek!" she yelled hoarsely. 

He turned to face forward. The Assault Walker was now heading towards 
another group of soldiers. They were taking cover in the snow, with a flock of 
hawk bombers passing overhead, their razor talons glinting in the sun. 


Some soldiers turned and saw the walker approaching. Deryn wondered if she 
shouldn't go back downstairs to fire her lethal weapon. But then the device gave 
a strong jolt under her. A powerful cloud of smoke billowed from her belly, 
enveloping Deryn and filling her mouth with an acrid taste. 

His eyes stung, but he forced them open as the shell hit. 

It exploded among the soldiers, throwing men in all directions. 

"Crazy spiders!" he muttered. 

When the smoke and snow flurries cleared, nothing moved except a few 
falcon bombers flying back to the Leviathan. Deryn glanced back in the direction 
of the field weapon. The remaining crew were fleeing, and a Kondor was flying 
low to pull them off the ice. 

The clankers were in retreat! But where was the other zeppelin? 
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He scanned the horizon: nothing. Then a shadow wavered in the snow to the west. 
Deryn looked up. The aircraft was right overhead, its bomb bay opening. A cloud of 
fléchette bats swirled around him, and he saw a concussion shell shoot from the 
Leviathan. The explosion that would follow would not harm him, though it would give 
them quite a scare. 


He grabbed the hatch handle and jumped inside, closing it behind him. 

"Bombs!" And also fléchette! -shout. 

"Vision to a room," Alek said calmly, and Klopp began to crank a crank on his side of 
the cockpit. 

Deryn saw another just like it behind her, and wondered which way she was 
supposed to move it. 


When he was about to reach out to her, everything around him exploded... 


A blinding flash lit the cabin, followed by a thunderous sound that sent Deryn flying 
again. The ground was tilting and everything slid to starboard. The noise of the gears 
and Tazza howling filtered into his nearly deafened ears. His shoulder slammed into 
metal as the entire cabin lurched violently once but definitely. 


Then an avalanche of snow entered through the visor and a gust of cold and silence 
buried her... 
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Alek tried to move, but his arms were buried, trapped in an icy embrace of snow. He 
struggled for a moment, then realized that he was still trapped in the pilot's seat. After 
unbuckling the seat belt and sliding out of the seat, the world seemed to fall back into place. 


The visor was lopsided and resembled a cat's eye. 

Now that he looked at it, the entire cabin was tilted. The starboard wall was the floor, 
and the hand straps hung haphazardly. Alek blinked in disbelief. 

He had crashed the walker. 

The cabin was dark since the lights had failed and it was strangely quiet. The engines 
must have shut down automatically during the fall. 
Alek heard a breath behind him. 

Klopp, are you okay? -asked. 

| think so, but there's something... 

The man raised an arm. Tazza crawled up with a plaintive groan and shook, scattering 
snow all over the cabin. 

“Stop doing that, Tazza. 

Dr. Barlow's voice came from the darkness. 

"Are you alright, ma'am?" Alex asked. 

"lam, but it appears that Mr. Sharp is injured." 

Alek came crawling over. Deryn lay prostrate with her head in Dr. Barlow's lap. His eyes 
were closed and there was a cut on his forehead. Blood was coming to his eye, which was 
dark from the accident. His fine features were pale from the bruise. Alex swallowed. It had 
been his fault, he was the one at the controls. 


—Klopp, help me find sales. 

Shoveling the snow to one side, they managed to open the small 
ticket office. Klopp took out two first aid kits and gave one to Alek. 

"I'll take care of Mr. Sharp," Dr. Barlow said, taking the medicine chest from him. I'm not 
the clumsy nurse | pretend to be. 

Alek nodded and turned to help Klopp open the hatch in the abdomen of the 
walker, who was now on the wall of the overturned cabin. 

The mechanism resisted a little and ended up opening with a loud metallic screech. 


Hoffman, who was strapped on either side to the gunner's chair, yelled that he and 
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Bauer were bruised and bruised, but intact. Alex sighed in relief. 
At least he hadn't killed anyone. 


He turned to Klopp. 

- I'm sorry | capsized. 

The man let out a snort. 

"Well, it's been long overdue, young lord." Now we can Say that he is a true 
pilot. 

-That? 

"You think I've never crashed a walker?" Klopp said with a laugh. 

It's part of learning, young sir. 

Alek blinked, not sure if the man was joking. 

A metallic clink was heard throughout the cabin. Klopp looked up when it 
came back to be heard again, and then again more continuously, as if it were 
starting to rain. 

"They are fléchette, " said Dr. Barlow. 

"Let's hope they catch up with those zeppelins." Otherwise Count Volger 
won't be too pleased with us,” Klopp said quietly. 

"I'll take a look outside." Perhaps we can stand up and return to the fight,” 
Alek suggested. 

Klopp shook his head. 

"| do not advise it, young sir." Stay here until the battle is over. 

"Wise advice," said Dr. Barlow in German. 


However, the fléchette rain was slowing down and Alek was listening to the 
Sound of approaching aircraft engines. 
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"SIGN BEFORE THE ATTACK". 


—l have to see what happens, we still have a machine gun working! -said. 

Klopp tried to argue with him but Alek ignored him, moved a little more away from 
snow with the shovel and it ran off the visor. 

The sunlight on the snow was blinding, except for the black crater left by the aerial 
bomb dropped by the zeppelin. It had been an almost direct hit. 

The Assault Walker's tracks led straight into the blackened sinkhole and zigzagged to 
where the machine lay in a heap of junk. 

Alek flexed his hands, remembering the efforts he had made to keep the walker 
steady. He had almost made it. But "almost" meant nothing now. The engine cover had 
been torn open and oil was squirting out, spilling onto the snow. One of the gigantic 
metal legs was crooked. There was no way the machine could get back on its feet. 


He looked away and began to scan the sky. The Kondor that had bombarded them 
was only a hundred yards away. He was flying over the snow, the gas bag fluttering, full 


of holes caused by the fléchette attack. 
Screams could be heard coming from above. Two airmen had seen it and 
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they were spinning a machine gun. 
Then Alek realized where he was: right in front of the walker's front plate, on 
which a Hausburg crest screamed who and what he was: a complete idiot. 


Before he could move, the Kondor's machine gun began firing. 

Bullets rang off the walker's helmet, kicking up snow around his feet. Alek froze, 
waiting for the metal to pierce his flesh. 

But then the air began to distort around the zeppelin. The blinding muzzle 
flash from the machine gun spread and set the flanks of the aircraft on fire. 

The Germans realized too late what was happening. The gun stopped firing, but 
the flames had already spread, fueled by hydrogen escaping from the zeppelin's 
punctured skin. 

The Kondor went down, its gondola crashing into the snow with a thud. The 
gas pocket covered it, sending even more hydrogen out of the holes, and then a 
hundred fiery geysers erupted. 

Alek staggered and covered his face. The interior of the ship glowed as it 
rose into the sky again, propelled by its own heat. The aluminum skeleton inside 
it was melting. The Kondor twisted and split in half, unleashing a huge mushroom- 
shaped fireball. 

And then, the two halves spiraled down to the ground again. 

They seemed to settle lightly to the ground, but the snow hissed as molten 
metal and burning hydrogen turned it to steam. White clouds swirled around the 
two halves of the crashed ship, and Alek heard horrific screams above the roar 
of the flames. 

“Actually, clankers, you should use BB guns. 
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"THE KONDOR IS BURNING". 


Alex turned. 

"Dylan!" Are you OK? 

"Yes, you know me," said the girl. His forehead was bandaged, and his eyes 
glittered as they gazed into this hell. A bit of smelling salts and you've got me on my 
feet. 

He smiled and swayed a little. 

Alek put an arm around the boy's shoulders to reassure him, but his eyes were 
drawn back to the dying airship. 

"It's horrible, isn't it?" Alek said in a whisper. 

"It sounds too much like my nightmares." Look, the other one is running,” Deryn 
said, looking around. 

Alex turned around. The second zeppelin was far away, receding into the distance. 
Some of Leviathan's larger falcons were in pursuit, harassing the crew from behind. 
But before long he had slipped over the mountains, heading for the floating hangars 
on Lake Constance. 

"We have defeated them," Deryn said with a weary smile. 
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-Can. But now they know where we are. 


Alek looked back at the broken Cyklope , silent except for the hiss of hot oil 
spilling onto the snow. If Klopp couldn't repair it, the Germans would have two 
trophies waiting for them when they returned: the wounded Leviathan and the 
missing Prince of Hohenberg. 

"When they come back they'll bring more than a couple of Kondors ," he said. 

"Yeah, maybe." Deryn patted her shoulder. But don't worry, Alek, when they 
arrive we'll be ready. 


"Maybe the Darwinists can help us," Klopp said. 

Alek looked up from the engine hatch, where he was passing tools to Hoffman. 
The transmission wasn't as bad as he'd thought. 
Although every last drop of oil had been spilled, none of the gears had broken. 


The real problem was getting the walker back on his feet. One of his knees was 
twisted. Perhaps he was strong enough to walk, but getting up on his legs was 
another matter. 

Alex shook his head. 


"| doubt they have any creatures strong enough to lift a 
walker. 

"Yes, they have one," said Klopp, fixing his gaze on the immense mass of the 
aircraft. When that godforsaken beast takes off, we can hook the walker to it. As if 
we were lifting a puppet on strings. 

"A thirty-five-ton puppet?” Alek would have liked the 
Dr. Barlow was still there. 

Surely she would know the lifting capacity of the Leviathan. But she and Dylan 
they had left to check on their precious eggs. 

-Why not? Klopp said, looking back in the direction of the castle. They have all 
the food they need. 

On the other side of the glacier, birds were swirling around the abandoned 
cargo of the Assault Walker. The Darwinists had sent out a work patrol to open 
crates and barrels, and soon the hungry flocks descended. 


The Leviathan creatures seemed to know that there was no time to lose. 

"Young sir," Hoffman said quietly. Trouble is coming. 

Alek looked up to see a figure in a fur coat coming through the snow. He felt his 
mouth go dry. 

Count Volger had a cold expression on his face and his hand closed tightly on 
the hilt of his sword. 
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"Do you know what you've done to us?" -said. 

Alek opened his mouth but couldn't get a word out. 

—It has been my... —Klopp began to say. 

-Silence! Volger said, holding up a hand. True, he had to have hit this young idiot over 
the head to keep him hidden. But | want to hear your explanation, not yours, Klopp. 


"To tell the truth, it was me who was hit in the head," Klopp muttered. 
as he marched to help Bauer. 

Alex got to his feet. 

“It was the right decision, Count. Shooting down those two zeppelins was our only 
chance of staying hidden.” He gestured to the charred remains of the zeppelin that were 
strewn across the snow. We did manage to take one down, after all. 

"Yeah, great," Volger said reproachfully. | already witnessed your brilliant strategy of 
standing before their weapons. 

Alek inhaled slowly to catch his breath. 

“Count Volger, | would appreciate it if you would maintain a more courteous tone. 

"You abandon your post, neglect your own safety, and now this!" Volger said, pointing 
at the disabled walker with gestures of anger and indignation. 

And you ask me to be polite? Don't you realize that the Germans will be back soon and 
you have left us with no means of escape? 

It was a risk he was willing to take. 

Volger lowered his voice. 

“It's one thing for you to risk yourself, Alek. But what about the lives of your 
men? What do you think will happen to them when the Germans come? 

Alek stared at the place where Klopp was shortly before, since the 
three other men had found work to do out of sight. 

—Klopp says we can repair the walker. 

“| may be a cavalry officer, Alek, but | can see this machine is not standing. 


"No, although the Darwinists can hoist it up and up when they're back." 
to inflate your aircraft. 

"Forget your new friends," Volger said bitterly. after the latter 
attack, it is impossible to repair your ship. 

“But the zeppelins barely reached her. 

"Only because they wanted to capture the airbeast alive," Count Volger said. So they 
concentrated their fire on the mechanical parts. From what | thought | heard, the engines 
are in pieces. It is impossible to fix them. 


Alek glanced at the gigantic dark shape stretched out across the snow. The 
birds swirled above her. 
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"If they're pumping the airship up again...they must be planning something." 

-That's why I'm here. They're going to take off without engines, like a hot-air balloon. The 
east wind will carry them to France. It should work, as long as that wind blows before the 
Germans show up,” Volger said. 

Alek looked at the walker desperately. Even if they could right it, the Leviathan wouldn't 
have enough stability to lift it up and onto its feet. 


Volger took a step closer, the anger fading from his face. He suddenly looked exhausted. 


“It's up to you to decide if you want to give up, Alek. 

"Give up?" Alex said. The Germans would hang me. 

‘No, | was referring to the Darwinists. Tell them who and what you really are and I'm sure 
they'll take you with them. You will be his prisoner, but you will be safe. Maybe they will win 
this war. And then, if you've been obedient, you may be installed on the Austro-Hungarian 
throne as a friendly emperor and puppet peacekeeper. 

Alek stepped back, into the snow. Volger couldn't possibly be saying that. It was one thing 
to stay hidden because no one expected a fifteen-year-old boy to go to the front lines and fight. 
But surrendering to the enemy was quite another thing. 


He would always be remembered as a traitor. 
"There has to be another alternative." 
-Of course. You can stay here, fight the Germans when they come, and die with us. 


Alek shook his head. It didn't make any sense for Volger to talk like that. The man was 
always concocting some stratagem, some plan to bend the world to his will. He couldn't be 
giving up. 

“You don't have to decide now, Alek. We have a day or so before the Germans arrive. You 
may have a long life ahead of you if you give up,” he said with another shrug. Although | am 
not going to advise you anymore. 

Saying this, the count turned and walked away. 


www.lectulandia.com - Page 232 


Machine Translated by Google 


THIRTY FOUR 


Alek took a deep breath and knocked on the door. Deryn opened and frowned at Alek. 

"You look awful." 

“I'm here to see Dr. Barlow,” Alek said. 

Deryn opened the engine room door wider. 

-Soon will return. But I'm afraid he's in a foul mood. 

"| heard about your problem with the engines," Alek said. 

He had decided not to hide the fact that Count Volger had been spying on them. For 
his plan to take effect it was necessary that he and the Darwinists had mutual trust. 


Deryn pointed to the box that contained the mysterious eggs. 

"Yeah, and as if the engines weren't enough, that damn idiot from Newkirk didn't keep 
these eggs warm enough last night." And as far as the luminary is concerned, it's all my 
fault, of course. 

Alek looked at the box: only three eggs remained. 

-What a pity! 

"The mission's gone down the drain anyway." Deryn took a thermometer out of the box 


and checked it. Without motors we'll be lucky if we can make it to 
France. 


"That's why | came. Our walker is also useless. 


-You're sure? Deryn gestured to the drawers that cluttered the room. We could give 
— you any spare parts you needed. They are of no use to us. 


“I'm sorry, but we need more than just spare parts. We can't get the walker back on his 
feet,” Alek said. 

"Damn machines!" Didn't I tell you? | have never seen a beast that could not stand up 
by itself. Well, except for a turtle. And one of my aunt's cats. 


Alex raised an eyebrow. 

"And surely your aunt's cat would have survived a bombing raid." 

-You would be surprised. He's quite fat.” Deryn's eyes lit up. 
Why don't you come with us? 

"That's the problem," Alek began. | don't think the others wanted to come, at least not 
if it meant surrendering to the French, but if we could slip away when you landed, maybe... 
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Perhaps he could convince his men to save themselves. And maybe he could 
get Volger to respect him a little again. 

Deryn nodded. 

"We'll probably crash-land somewhere at random, so | doubt the honor guard will 
be there to greet us when we arrive." | warn you that drifting in a hydrogen balloon is 
risky. Anything could happen. 


"Do you have a chance?" 

"Some," Deryn said with a shrug. | once flew a Huxley across half of England. 
And | did it by myself! 

-Really? Alex said. 

For just a boy, Dylan seemed to have had the most extraordinary adventures. 
For a moment, Alek wished he could forget his lineage and be a boy like him, a 
common soldier, without land or title. 

"It was my first day in the Military," Deryn began to explain. 

A storm blew up unexpectedly, one of the worst London has ever seen. It ripped 
entire buildings out of the ground, including... 

The door flew open and Dr. Barlow burst in, 
carrying a case with maps and wearing a furious expression on his countenance. 

“The captain is an idiot. This airship is full of idiots! -advertisement. 

Deryn waved. 

"But the eggs are hot as toast, ma'am." 

“Well, that's reassuring, though irrelevant under the circumstances. 

He wants to return to France! Dr. Barlow turned the map case over in her hands. 
Then she looked up absently. Oh Alex. | hope your walking machine is in better 
shape than this airship full of ignoramuses. 

Alek bowed. 

"I'm afraid not, doctor. Professor Klopp doesn't think we can get him back on his 
feet. 

"Is it that bad?" 

-l'm afraid so. In fact, I'm here to ask if we can come with you,” Alek said, looking 
down at his boots. If you can manage to carry the extra weight of five men, we are in 
your debt. 

Dr. Barlow slapped the map case against the palm of her hand. 

"The weight won't be a problem." We are using up our food and yours, giving it 
all to the animals.” He looked out the window. And we have less crew. 


Alex nodded. She had seen the shrouded bodies outside and the men struggling 
to bury them in the iron-hard ice below. 
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Snow. 


‘But France is not neutral territory. They will take you prisoner,” she warned. 
"That's the favor I've come to ask of you." Alek took a deep breath. Dylan says 
you'll land somewhere random. We could slip away the moment you landed. 


"And no one would have to know," Deryn added. 

Dr. Barlow nodded slowly. 

-It could work. And we certainly owe you a favor, Alek. But I'm afraid it's not up to 
me. 

"You mean the captain won't turn a blind eye?" Alex said. 

"The captain is an idiot," she repeated bitterly. He refuses to complete our mission. 
He's not even going to try! If it is possible to fly in a balloon to France, surely it is also 
possible to reach the Ottoman Empire. It's just a matter of catching the right draft.’ He 
moved the map case. The air currents of the Mediterranean are no mystery. 


“Could be a bit complicated, ma'am,” Deryn said, clearing her throat. And technically, 
our destination is still a military secret. 

Dr. Barlow looked at the eggs. 

“An ultimately meaningless secret, at this point. 

Alek frowned, wondering why the Leviathan was heading towards the Ottoman 
Empire. The Ottomans were staunchly anti-Darwinian because of their Muslim faith. 
They had been enemies of Russia for centuries, and the Sultan and the Kaiser were 
old friends. Volger always said that sooner or later the Ottomans would join forces with 
Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Empire. 

"That's neutral territory, right?" he said cautiously. 

"For the moment," Dr. Barlow said with a sigh. Of course that could change soon, 
so this delay is a disaster. Years of work wasted. 


Alek listened to the grumpy doctor, puzzled by the turn events had taken. The 
Ottoman Empire was the perfect place to disappear. It was a vast and impoverished 
kingdom, where a few gold coins could do a lot. There were plenty of German agents, 
but at least they wouldn't take him prisoner on arrival. 


"Dr. Barlow, if you don't mind telling me, was your mission peace or war?" 


She held his gaze for a moment. 


“I can't tell you all our secrets, Alek. But it should be obvious that I'm a scientist, not 
a soldier. 
"A diplomat, perhaps?" 
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Dr. Barlow smiled. 


"We all do our duty." 

Alek looked at the box again. What connection there might be between eggs 
and diplomacy was something that eluded him. But the important thing was that Dr. 
Barlow would risk anything to bring them to the Ottoman Empire... 

Which gave Alek a great idea. 

"What if | could give you some engines, Dr. Barlow?" 

She raised an eyebrow. 

-As you say? 

"The Assault Walker has two powerful engines and both work perfectly," Alek 
suggested. 

There was a moment of silence. Dr. Barlow turned to Deryn. 

"Do you think something like this would be possible, Mr. Sharp?" 

Deryn looked doubtful. 

"I'm sure they're powerful enough, ma'am." But they are damn heavy! Besides, 
that clanker machinery is very complicated. It could take us ages to get it working 
and we're short on time. 

Alex shook his head. 

“Your crew wouldn't have to do much. Klopp is the best mechanics teacher in 
Austria, handpicked by my father. He and Hoffman have been running that Assault 
Walker for five weeks with just a handful of spare parts. So | think they'll get a 
couple of propellers spinning. 


“Yes, you can. It's a bit more complex than just spinning a pair of propellers, 
though,” Deryn said. 

"Then your engineers can give us a hand." Alek turned to Dr. Barlow. What do 
you think, doctor? Your mission can go ahead, and my men and | can flee to a 
friendly power. 

"But there's a problem," the woman said. We would depend on you. 

Alex blinked. Had not thought of that. Controlling the engines meant 
control the aircraft. 

"We could train your engineers along the way." please believe me i do 
this deal in good faith,” Alek assured. 

"| trust you, Alek," she said. But you're just a boy. As 
can | be sure that your men will also keep your word? 

"Because I'm..." Alek began and took a slow breath. They will do what | say. | 
they traded for an earl, remember? 

"| remember," she said. But if I'm going to make deals with you, Alek, | need 
know who you really are. 
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“I... | can't tell you. 

"Let's make it easy then." Was the best professor of mechanics in Austria a 
part of your father's house? 

Alex nodded slowly. 

"And you say you've been on the run for five weeks," she continued. So 
that your trip began approximately on June 28? 

Alek froze. Dr. Barlow had referred to the night Volger and Klopp had come looking for 
him in his bedroom, the night his parents had died. He must have suspected it already, 
after all the clues he'd missed. And now he had just given her the missing pieces to 
complete the puzzle. 


She tried to deny it, but suddenly she couldn't speak. Keeping her grief a secret had 
made it easier to control, but now she felt a feeling of emptiness growing inside her again. 


Dr. Barlow took her hand. 
"I'm sorry, Alex. It must have been awful. So the rumors are true? Was it the Germans? 


Alek turned away, unable to face her pity. 
“They've been chasing us ever since that night. 
"Then we'll have to get you out of here." He stood up and threw his coat over him. 
shoulders-. I'll explain it to the captain. 
“Please, ma'am,” Alek said, trying to keep his voice from cracking. don't 
tell no one else who | am. It could complicate things. 
Dr. Barlow seemed to ponder the idea for a moment, then said, "I suppose it 
could be our secret, for now." The captain will be more than 
Happy with your engine offer. 
He opened the door and then turned. 
Alek wished it would go away, as the feeling of emptiness grew. 
now unstoppable and didn't want to cry in front of a woman. 
But all the doctor said was, "Take care 
of him, Mr. Sharp." | will be back. 
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THIRTY-FIVE 


Deryn had to admit that Alek's sadness had been evident from the start. 


He had seen her when he had woken her on the night of the shipwreck, her dark 
green eyes filled with sadness and fear. And the day before, when he had told her 
that he was an orphan, she must have understood from his silences how intense his 
pain was. 

But now, all that sadness had been revealed, accompanied by the tears running 
down her cheeks and her loud sobs. Somehow, revealing who he was had unleashed 
the boy's hold on his sadness. 


"Poor boy," Deryn said quietly, kneeling beside him. 
Alek was huddled next to the cargo crate, his face buried 
In your hands. 
"Sorry." He sniffled, looking embarrassed. 
"Don't be silly." She sat down next to him, the warm box behind her. | me 
| went half crazy when my father died. | didn't speak for a month. 
Alek tried to say something, but couldn't. Something gripped his throat, like 
if they had closed it with glue. 
“Shhh,” Deryn added, brushing a lock of hair from her face. The boy's cheeks 
were wet with tears. And don't worry, l'm not going to tell anyone. 


Not that she had cried, or who she really was; something that was now obvious. 
She had been stupid not to have realized it sooner. Alek had to be the son of that 
duke who had started all this mess. Deryn remembered that the day she had boarded 
the Leviathan she had heard that an aristocrat had been killed and that this had 
angered the clankers. 

All that imbroglio over a bloody duke, she had thought so many times. Of course, 
it couldn't be the same for Alek. Finding out about the death of your parents is like 
your whole world explodes, just like a war has been declared. 


Deryn remembered that after Pa's accident, her mother and aunts had tried to 


make her into a real lady: skirts, going to tea, and all. As if they wanted to erase the 
old Deryn and all that had been. She had had to fight like a beast to stay her. 
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That was the answer, keep fighting hard, at all costs. 

"The scientist will get the captain on our side," Deryn said quietly. AND 
then we'll be out of here in a jiffy. You will see. 

Not that she was entirely sure Alek's engine plan would work, but anything was better 
than sitting there waiting for a proper draft to finally blow. 


Alek swallowed again, trying to find his voice. 

"They were poisoned," he finally managed to say. First they tried to finish them off 
with bombs and guns, to make it look like they were Serb anarchists. But in the end they 
got it with poison. 

"And just to have an excuse to start this war?" He nodded. 


‘The Germans thought the war was necessary. It was just a matter 
when, and the sooner it broke out, the better for them. 

Deryn was going to say that she thought it was crazy, and then she remembered that 
the entire crew had, at one point, been excited to go into battle. He supposed there was 
always some jerk willing to fight. 

But even so, it all still made no sense. 

—Your family is the one that rules in Austria, right? 

“For the last five hundred years or more, yes. 

"So if the Germans killed your father, why is Austria helping them instead of giving 
the Kaiser a good kick in the ass?" Does your family not know what really happened? 


"Yes they do, or at least they suspect it." But my father was not very 
popular with the rest of the family. 

"And what the hell did he do wrong?" 

“He married my mother. 

Deryn raised an eyebrow. She had seen family quarrels over who their children 
married, but bombs weren't normally thrown. 

"Are your relatives completely and utterly insane?" 

—No, what happens is that they are rulers of an Empire. 

Deryn considered that it didn't really matter, but she didn't say it out loud. 
Talking about it helped Alek gradually regain control, so he asked, "And what was wrong 
with her?" 


“My mother was not a member of any ruling house. Although she wasn't exactly a 
commoner either, since her ancestors included a princess. But to marry a Hausburg you 
must be royalty. 

"Well, sure," Deryn said. 
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Alek's airs of superiority suddenly made a lot more sense. The girl thought that with 
her father's death the boy would already be a duke, or an archduke, which sounded even 
nobler. 

"So when they fell in love, they had to keep it a secret," he said quietly. 


"Well, it's absolutely romantic," Deryn exclaimed. When Alek looked at her 
Amused, he lowered his voice a bit and added, "You know, that hiding thing." 

Something like a smile appeared on his face. 

“Yeah, | guess it was, especially the way my mom explained it. She was a lady-in- 
waiting to Princess Isabella de Croy. When my father started visiting her, Isabella thought 
he was courting one of his daughters, but she never quite figured out which one he liked. 
Then one day, he forgot his watch on the tennis courts. 


Deryn snorted. 

“Okay, when I'm home | always forget my watch on the tennis courts. 
Alek rolled his eyes at her, but continued, “So Isabella opened the 
watch expecting to find a portrait of one of her daughters inside. 


Deryn's eyes widened. 

"And in its place was your mother's portrait!" 

Alex nodded. 

“Isabella was truly enraged and fired my mother from her service. 

“That's a bit rude,” Deryn chimed in. Losing your job just because a duke likes you! 


—Losing your job was the least of it. My great-uncle, the emperor, did not want to 
allow the wedding and even refused to talk to my father for a year. That shook the entire 
Empire. The Kaiser, the Czar and even the Holy Father tried to fix things. 


Deryn raised an eyebrow, wondering again if Alek was crazy or just had a head full 
of nonsense. Had he just said that the Pope had meddled in his family affairs? 


—However, they finally reached a compromise: a marriage "with the left hand." 


"And what the hell does that mean?" -asked. 

Alek wiped the tears from his face. 

—Well, a marriage with the left hand is that they could get married, each one kept 
their previous condition, but their children could not inherit anything. So as far as my 
great-uncle is concerned, | don't exist. 

"So you're not an archduke or anything like that?" 
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"I'm just a prince. 

"Only prince?" Damn, what an outrage! 

Alek turned to Deryn and narrowed his eyes. 

| don't expect you to understand. 

"I'm sorry," she murmured. She didn't really mean to laugh at him. After all, that family split had 
caused Alek to lose his parents. It's just that all this actually seems a bit strange. 


-| guess so. You won't tell anyone, right? 


"Of course not." He held out his hand. As | told you, your family is not 
our business. 


Alek smiled sadly as they shook hands. 


"I wish it were true, but I'm afraid we've already become everybody's business." 


Deryn swallowed hard, wondering how a family feud could turn into a massive war. No wonder 
that poor boy seemed so distraught all the time. Even if none of this was Alek's doing, tragedies 
always sowed seeds of guilt by handful. 


Deryn still replayed Da's accident in her mind a dozen times each night, wondering what she 
could have done to save him, wondering if the fire had somehow been her fault. 


"You know you don't have to blame yourself for anything, right?" she said tactfully. | mean, I've 
— heard Dr. Barlow explain it, that it's the fault of a bunch of politicians who have made things this 
badly complicated. 

"But I'm what divided my family," Alek said. | destabilized everything and that made the Germans 
take the first step. 

"It seems to me that you are much more than that." Deryn took her hand. You're the person who 
crossed the ice to save my butt from freezing. 

Alek looked at her, wiped his eyes, and smiled. 

"Maybe that too." 


"Alek?" Dr. Barlow's voice came from nowhere, and the boy jumped. 


Deryn smiled as she stood up, gesturing to the messenger lizard clinging to the ceiling. 


"The captain agrees with your proposal," the beast continued. Please meet me at your walking 


machine. We need at least two translators to coordinate our engineers with your men. 
Alek just sat there looking horrified at the lizard. Deryn smiled and pulled 


he. 


"You fool, who is waiting for an answer." 
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The boy swallowed, then said nervously, "I'll be with you 

right away, Dr. Barlow." You should also ask Count Volger for help. He speaks 
perfect English when he wants to. Thank you. 

"End of message," Deryn added, and the beast ran off. 

Alek felt a chill run through his body. 

"I'm still not used to talking animals, sorry." | find it a bit blasohemous to make them 
look like human beings. 

Deryn laughed. 

"Have you never heard of parrots?" 

"Well, that's quite different," he said. They are supposed to be created that way. 
Well, I'd like to thank you, Dylan. 

-Because? 

Alek held up his empty hands, and for a moment Deryn thought he was going to lunge. 
cry again, but only said: -To 

know who | am. 

The boy put his arms around her, a brusque hug that lasted only a moment. Then 
he turned and ran through the engine room, toward the fallen Assault Walker. 


As the door closed, Deryn shuddered, and a strange feeling crept through her. She 
felt a strange tingling in her shoulders where Alek's arms had encircled her, like the 
crackling along the airship's skin when distant lightning struck the sky. 


Deryn wrapped her arms around herself but she didn't feel the same. 


"Crazy spiders!" he murmured softly and checked the eggs again. 
new. 
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THIRTY-SIX 


During the next afternoon watch, Deryn and Newkirk were stationed on the back of the ship. 


Overnight, the airship had bloated as the Leviathan 's guts roared at full throttle from the number 
of beasts it had gobbled up during the day. 
Below, the last of the ship's stores were scattered in the snow, with a heap of birds huddled on top of 
them feasting. Deryn felt her stomach growl in protest as well, filled only with her lunch of greasy 
cookies and coffee. The crew was only allowed to take the food that the animals would not touch. 


But a few pangs of hunger were well worth it as she felt the elasticity of the membrane under 
Deryn's feet: taut and healthy again. The bulges on the airbeast's flanks were smoothing out. By 
noon, the wind had begun to drag the lightened ship up the glacier, forcing the riggers to fill the ballast 


tanks with melted snow. 


However, Dr. Busk had said that lifting the weight of the engines 
clanker along with a few extra men was going to be next to impossible. 

"It's moving,” Newkirk said. She must still be alive. 

Deryn looked up at the Huxley. Mr. Rigby had insisted that watch be kept upstairs, saying he 
couldn't bear to have his last two cadets freeze to death for hours under that icy sky, even if it meant 
sneaking out of sickbay. 


“We better get him down soon,” Deryn said. Dr Busk 
It'll skin us if it freezes up here. 

"Yes," Newkirk said, blowing on his hands. But if he goes down, one of us 
you will have to go up there. 


Deryn shrugged. 
—Taking care of the egg also tires. 


—At least in the egg task it's hot. 

"Well, you can still take care of it, Mr. Newkirk, if you haven't killed 
one of these damned eggs of the luminaries. 

"It's not my fault we got stuck on that iceberg!" 

"It's a glacier, idiot!" 

Newkirk grumbled something nasty and ran off, stamping hard on the hard scales on the airship's 
back. He had defended himself saying that the fault 
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The egg disaster was Dr. Barlow's for not explaining how clanker temperatures 
worked, but Deryn thought a number was still a number. 


She almost called him back to apologize, but she only swore. 
You'd better see how work was going on the new engine pods. 

Deryn raised her binoculars... 

The forward engines were partially under the flanks of the aircraft, propelling it like 
a pair of ears. The tops of both pods had been removed and a jumble of massive 
clanker machinery stuck out there in all directions. Alek was working on the port side, 
along with Hoffman and Mr. Hirst, the aircraft's chief engineer. They were all carrying 
on an animated conversation, waving their arms in the cold wind. 


This whole business seemed to go very slowly. By noon the starboard engine, 
where Klopp and Bauer were working, had started for a few noisy seconds and the 
membrane trembled under Deryn's feet. But something must have gone wrong. The 
engine had screeched to a halt and the clankers had spent the next hour hurling bits 
of burning metal onto the snow. 

Deryn turned to scan the horizon. It had been more than a day since the Kondor 
had attacked them . The Germans wouldn't give them much more time. Some 
reconnaissance planes had already poked their noses out of the mountains, to make 
sure the injured aircraft hadn't gone anywhere. Everyone said that the Germans were 
taking their time, gathering a mighty force. The assault could come at any time. 


And then Deryn's eyes returned to Alek. Now he was translating for Hoffman, 
pointing toward the front of the engine pods. The boy's hands were spinning from side 
to side like propellers, and Deryn smiled, imagining his voice for a moment. 


He lowered the binoculars and cursed, emptying his mind of nonsense. She was 
a soldier, and not some ordinary girl looking at her dress at a village dance. 
"Mr. Sharp!" Newkirk's shout reached her. Rigby's in trouble! 


Deryn looked up. Newkirk was already at the winch, spinning it frantically. A yellow 
ribbon of urgency was floating from the Huxley and Mr. Rigby's signal flags were 
waving. Deryn raised her binoculars. 

The letters whipped by at double speed and the beginning was lost, 
dreaming nonsense as it was. But soon he understood the meaning of the message: 


«A-L-E-S-T-E-O-C-H-O-P-A-T-A-S-Y 
EXPLORERS». 
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Deryn frowned, wondering if she had misread the signs. Legs meant a walking 
machine, of course, but the Manual had no record of eight-legged walkers. Even the 
largest clanker battleships only needed six legs to move. 


And they were also in Switzerland, still neutral territory. Would the Germans dare 
to attack by land? 

But when Rigby repeated the signals, the words flashed by so clearly. 
like daylight. Along with another bit of news: 


«ESTIMATED TEN MILES 
ACERC-A-NDOSEDEPRISA». 


Right away, Deryn's brain was fully functioning again like a soldier. 


"Can you get him down without me, Newkirk?" -shout. 

"Sure, but what if he gets hurt?" 

"He's not going to get hurt." It's those bloody clankers and they're coming overland! | 
have to give the alert! 

Deryn took out her whistle and blew the signal that the enemy was approaching. 
A hydrogen tracker pricked up its ears and then began to howl in warning. 


That howl spread throughout the ship, from tracker to tracker, like a live siren 
against an air raid. Within a few moments men fanned out from all sides. Deryn looked 
for the watch officer, and there was Mr. Roland, running toward her from the back of 
the ship. 

“Report, Mr. Sharp. 

He pointed up at the Huxley. 

‘It's the boatswain, sir. He just saw another walker coming! 

"Mr. Rigby?" And what the hell is he doing upstairs? 

"He insisted, sir," Deryn said. He says that the walker has eight legs and | have 
double checked this detail. 

-Eight? Mr. Roland was surprised . At least it must be a cruise. 

'Yes, it's big, sir. He has seen it ten miles away. 

"Well, we're lucky. The big ones are not that fast. We have an hour before he gets 
here.” He turned and snapped at a messenger lizard speeding by. 


Deryn said, “I beg your pardon, sir, but Mr. Rigby says he's coming up fast. Maybe 


this one is snappy. 
The chief rigger frowned. 
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“Seems unlikely, boy. However, | will consult with the clankers. 
We'll see if they know anything about this eight-legged hulking thing. I'll tell the 
bridge later. 

Deryn saluted, turned, and headed downstairs. 


The descent lines hung down the length of his spine, so he hooked a 
carabiner onto one and rappelled down , bouncing off the flank. The rope hissed 
through her gloves, the metal carabiner heating up as she slid. 


Deryn's blood began to boil, and the nervousness caused by the impending 
battle erased everything else. The ship still had no defenses, unless the clankers 
managed to get their engines going. 

As his boots clattered against the capsule's metal supports, Mr. Hirst looked 
up from the jumble of gears. It was hanging over the edge of the engine, with no 
safety line in sight. 


"WARNING THE NEW TEAM OF ENGINEERS". 


"Mr. Sharp!" What are all those howls? 
"They just sighted another walker, sir," he explained, then turned to Alek. 
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His face was streaked with grease, like strips of black war paint. Although we are not 
sure of the type. But it has eight legs, so we assume it's big. 

"From what you say, it appears to be a Herkules ," he said. We passed him on the 
swiss border. It is a thousand-ton frigate, new and experimental. 

But is it fast? 

Alex nodded. 

"She's almost as fast as our walker." And you say it's here in Switzerland? 
Have the Germans gone mad? 

"Crazy enough: she's ten miles to the east, and she's got escorts with her." 
How long do you think we have? 

Alek spoke to Hoffman for a moment, translating what he had just said into 
German and calculating. Deryn's feet bounced as she waited, and her hands wrapped 
tightly in the rope ached. A single jump and he would slide off the bridge. 


"Maybe twenty minutes?” Alex finally said. 

-Demons! he cursed. | immediately go downstairs to tell the officers. 
Is there anything else they should know? 

Hoffman reached out and grabbed Alek's arm, muttering something very quickly 
in clanker. Alek's eyes widened as he listened. 

"Okay," the boy said. These scouting machines that you mentioned, we also saw 
them. They are armed with signal flares filled with some kind of sticky phosphor. 


They were all silent for a moment. Phosphorus... the perfect material for roasting 
a hydrogen breather. 

Maybe the Germans weren't really planning to capture them after all. 

“Okay, get going, boy,” Mr. Hirst called to Deryn. i will send a lizard 
to the other engine. And you two, let's see if you can get this thing going once and for all. 

Taking one last look at Alek, Deryn stepped off the stanchion and dropped toward the 
bridge. The rope hissed hotter between his gloved hands. 


www.lectulandia.com - Page 248 


Machine Translated by Google 


THIRTY-SEVEN 


"But the engine isn't hot enough yet!" Alex exclaimed. With this cold we can break 


a piston. 
“It will work or it won't work,” Hirst yelled at him. But anyway the ship 
will rise! 


The Leviathan chief engineer had a point. Beneath them the ballast glistened 
in the sun as it spilled into the forward tanks. The metal deck heaved up from under 
Alek's feet, like a ship being lifted by ocean swells. The men ran through the snow 
back to the airship accompanied by the howls and hisses of the wicked animals 
echoing like an entire jungle around them. 


The aircraft diverted again. The ice on the ropes on the ground cracked as they 
were stretched and taut. Mr. Hirst was moving quickly to the outside of the engine 
pod, cutting the pulley ropes that had been used to lift the engine parts. In a few 
moments, all connections to the ground would be severed. 


However, the engine was not yet fully greased. They hadn't even half tested 
the glow plugs yet and Klopp had forbidden them to start it before he had personally 
inspected the pistons. 


-It will work? Alek asked Hoffman. 

"Worth a try, sir." Let's try slowly. 

Alek returned to the controls. It was strange to see the Assault Walker's needles 
and gauges out of their usual place in the cockpit and the gears and pistons that 
belonged to the walker's trunk exposed to the open air. 

When he primed the plugs, a bunch of sparks flew around his head. 

"Now slow down," Hoffman said, putting on his glasses. 

Alek grabbed the single control stick since the other was on top of the starboard 
engine with Klopp and moved it smoothly forward. The gears started and turned, 
faster and faster, until the roar of the entire engine shook the entire gondola. 
Glancing over his shoulder, he saw the ripped guts of the Assault Walker spinning 
before his eyes and black smoke billowing from the exhaust pipes. 


"Wait for the order!" shouted Mr Hirst above the din. 
He pointed to the signal patch on the aircraft's membrane. | was made of skin 
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cuttlefish, the chief engineer had explained, and it was connected with manufactured 
nerve tissue to receptors down on the bridge. When the ship's officers attached colored 
paper to the sensors, the signal patch mimicked the hue exactly as a camouflaged 
creature in the wild. Deep red meant full speed, purple meant half power, and blue meant 
fourth gear with other hues in between. 


But with all those untested engines, Alek doubted his notion of "half speed" was the 
same as Klopp's. It could take days to get the balance right, and yet the Germans would 
be there in a matter of minutes. 

The ropes that tied them to the ground flew as the riggers cut them, and Alek felt 
another jerk under his feet. The cold wind was now tugging at the ship, and the great 
beast was skidding sideways down the glacier. 

"Quarter speed!" Hirst yelled. 

The signal patch had turned dark blue. 

Alek slowly pressed down on the pedal with his foot. The propeller started, it soun 
lazily for a few moments, and then the mechanisms engaged, ignited, and the blades 
vanished as they rolled. 

Soon the thruster was forcing icy air through the uncovered capsule. She lowered 
her head further, pulling her coat tighter around her. And what would it be like at "full 
speed"? 

"Turn it down a notch," Hirst exclaimed. 

Alek looked at the signal patch, which was paler now. He eased the stick back a 
little, careful not to stall the engine. 


"Have you heard that?" Hoffman asked in the relative silence. It is Klopp's engine. 


Alek listened more carefully and made out a distant roar. As their engine idled, 
Klopp's was loud, propelling them into a gradual left turn. 


-Is working! he exclaimed, surprised that the Walker's engines 
Assault fighters could move something so huge across the sky. 

"But why are we turning east?" Hoffman asked. Perhaps 
Doesn't the frigate come that way? 

Alek translated the question to Mr. Hirst. 

"The captain may want to pick up speed down the valley." We're a bit heavy, because 
of your engines, and the front-wheel drive makes the ship lift.” Hirst jerked a thumb over 
his shoulder. Or you may have seen those guys back there... 


Alek turned, trying to see through the blur of the propulsion blades. 
Behind them a fleet of airships rose over the mountains: Kondor, 
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Predator interceptors and a giant Albatross assault ship with gliders in its nacelle. 
It was a full-scale air attack, timed to descend just as the Herkules and her scouts 
arrived from Austria. 

The chief engineer leaned forward on the stanchions, resting 
quietly one foot on the main board. He put on his glasses and 

said, "| hope these noisy clunkers are on point." 

"| hope so too." Alek adjusted his glasses and returned to the controls. 

Leviathan 's nose bobbed slowly to the east until finally 
the aircraft was facing towards the extension of the valley. 

The signal patch turned deep red. 

Alek didn't wait for Hirst's order. He pushed the stick forward hard. For a 
moment, a sizzle broke out among the tangle of gears and pistons. 

Then the engine roared again and came to life, the thruster spinning in a flash of 
sunlight. 

"Check the course!" he yelled above the noise. 

Alek saw what the man meant: the aircraft was turning to starboard as its 
engine was pushing harder than Klopp's. The white teeth of the mountain loomed 
before them. 

He pulled back a little on the sticks, though a moment later the ship rocked 
too far the other way. Klopp must have seen the spin, too, and surely had 
boosted his own engine to compensate. 

Alek let out a frustrated growl. It was as if two men wanted to pilot a walker 
at the same time and each had control of one leg. 

Mr. Hirst laughed and called out, 

“Don't worry, boy. Now the aerobeast has already gotten the idea. 
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«TO A WHOLE MACHINE». 


Alek tried to see something through the icy headwind. Stretching out beside him, 
the creature's flank had come to life. A swell ran its entire length, like a wheat field 
rippling in a strong wind. 

-What's going on? 

“Those are called cilia. They are like tiny oars stirring the air. Now the 
beast will keep us stabilized even if the clanker engines don't. 

Alek swallowed, unable to tear his gaze from the rippling surface of the airbeast. 
When he had worked on the engines, he had tried to think of the aerobeast as a huge 
machine, and now it had become a living creature again. 


Either way, the tiny cilia were guiding them down the valley. It was like riding a 
horse, Alek supposed. You could tell him where to go, but he chose where to put his 
hooves. 

Hoffman gave him a light nudge on the shoulder. 

“Say goodbye to our happy home, young lord. 

Alek looked to his left. They were speeding past the castle. There was 
provisions for ten years and had spent a total of two nights in it... 

However, they were flying too close: the castle walls were almost at 


www.lectulandia.com - Page 252 


Machine Translated by Google 


same level as the engine. Below Alek, the vertically dangling ropes still trailed through the 
snow, heading straight for the frigate and its scouts. 


"We're not rising!" 

"Looks like we're hauling half a ton too much or something," Hirst yelled. The scientists 
can't have been so wrong! Are you sure these motors aren't heavier than what you told 
us? 

-Impossible! Professor Klopp knows exactly the weight of each piece of the 
Assault Walker. 

"Well, something 's holding us down," Hirst yelled. 

Alek saw flickers of light ahead of them: they were dropping more ballast from the 
front tanks. Then something solid fell to the ground like a whirlpool. 

"By the nails of Christ!" Hoffman snapped. Is a chair! 

-What's going on! Alek yelled at Hirst. 

The chief engineer watched another chair go flying toward the ground. 

"They'll have sounded a ballast alert." They will throw overboard everything 
It's not necessary." He pointed ahead. And there we have the why! 

Alek squinted to see through the freezing wind. A white mist was rising in the distance. 
Metal limbs gleamed in the sunlight, kicking up a swirling cloud of snow. 


The Herkules was rushing up the valley towards them. If they continued at that altitude, 
Leviathan's bridge would crash into the machine's battery deck. 

Alek's instinct told him to pull back on the control sticks. 

But the signal flag was still red. Losing speed meant losing elevation, which would only 
make things worse. And if they turned back, then they would have to face the guns of the 
zeppelins that were pursuing them. 

Hoffman grabbed his arm, leaning in close and muttering rapidly in German, “This will 
be the 

earl's fault. 

-What are you talking about? Alex asked. 

He had barely seen Volger since their argument the day before. The earl had sourly 
agreed to the plan, but hadn't helped at all with the engines. He had spent all day shuffling 
from the wrecked Assault Walker, transferring radio equipment and spare parts to their 
new quarters on the Leviathan . 


"We've been moving things into your cabin, sir." He made me wrap a couple of 
sometimes gold ingots with your clothes. And they were very heavy. 

Alex closed his eyes. What was Count Volger thinking ? Each gold ingot weighed 
thirty kilos. A dozen hidden ingots meant the equivalent of 
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have three stowaways on board! 
"Hold the controls!" he exclaimed. 
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THIRTY-EIGHT 


The struts leading up to the airship vibrated like piano strings, pulsing in unison 
with the engine. The metal trembled in his hands and Alek held on tight in the icy 
winds, climbing quickly alongside the startled chief engineer. 


-Where are you going? the man yelled. 

Alek didn't answer and continued to stare at the slippery ground he was 
walking on. He didn't understand how Dylan could climb those ropes so easily. 
The leather safety harnesses used by Darwinists barely seemed thick enough to 
support the weight of a man. Of course, they were most likely made of 
manufactured skin, but that made it all the more disturbing. 


The cilia rippled rapidly down the creature's flanks, like an ocean of glistening 
grass, the arrows fluttering in the wind. At least he wouldn't have to dare climb 
the ropes. The struts led directly to an access hatch that was arranged between 
two ribs that supported the weight of the engine. Alek crawled through it and 
down. 

After enduring the freezing wind outside, the warmth of the creature's interiors 
was welcome, despite the strange, acrid odors. The ribs had a set of crossbars 
between them, so Alek figured it would just be like going down a ladder instead 
of crawling across the skin of a huge beast. 


He had been a fool not to think that Volger would try to sneak whatever he 
could aboard the airship. This man never stopped scheming, never left the next 
step unplanned. Volger's preparations for this war had taken him fifteen years, 
after all. He wasn't going to leave a quarter of a ton of gold behind without even 
trying to fight. 

Alek reached the bottom of the stairs, then dropped down another hatch into 
the main gondola. Then he paused, looking up and down the swaying 
passageways of the ship... 

Where was Volger's cabin? Having worked all night on the engines, Alek 
hadn't even slept in his cabin. Also, it didn't help his sense of direction much to 
be surrounded by crews running around, hauling furniture and spare uniforms to 
throw overboard. 
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Then he noticed that the floor of the gondola sloped slightly to the left. Of course. All 
the cabins they had been given were on the port side. And towards the bow, so that the 
gold was dragging down the nose of the aircraft! 


He ran to the front until he saw a passageway that was familiar to him. 

He flung open the door to Volger's cabin. It was empty, except for a bed, a dresser, and 
the Assault Walker's radio receiver on the desk. 

Of course, Volger wouldn't let the gold completely out in the open. Alek looked in the 
desk drawers, but found nothing. The closet only kept clothes and weapons from the 
castle's storerooms. 

He looked down at the floor and saw a bag of maps under the bed. Alek reached out 
and reached under the bed to drag it out, but it didn't budge: it was as heavy as a solid 
block of iron. She braced her feet on the bed and yanked on the bag with both hands, but 
still it wouldn't budge. 

Then Alek realized that the bed had to be so much lighter than gold, and he pushed 
it to the side. But the locks on the map bag were locked. 
| would have to throw it all out at once. Alek got up and opened the window, then tried to 
pick up the bag. 

It did not move an inch from the ground. It was too heavy for him. 

"By the nails of Christ!" he cursed, kicking the padlock. 

"Are you looking for this?" 

Alex looked up. Count Volger was in the doorway, a key in his hand. 


"Give me that or we'll all die!" 
"Well, obviously. Why do you think I'm here? Volger closed the door and crossed the 
room. It's been brutal, having to go down those engine pods. 


-But why? 

Volger knelt by the case. 

—Because Klopp needed a translation. 

-No! Alek complained. | mean why did you do this? 

"Bring back a great fortune in gold?" | think it's quite self-explanatory.” Volger turned 
the key and unlocked the bolt. 

The ingots glowed dimly. There were a dozen of them, over two hundred kilos. Volger 
held up an ingot with both hands, grunting as he carried it to throw it out the window. 
They both leaned forward, watching it sparkle in the falling sunlight. 


"Well, there goes seventy thousand kroners ," Volger said. 
Alek leaned down and picked up another. The muscles in his hands ached as he raised it. 
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and take it out of the bag. 
"He almost got us all killed!" Are you crazy? 
-Crazy? Volger growled, lifting another ingot. Why try to save the little 
of your inheritance that you have not yet thrown away? 
“This is a blimp, Volger. Every gram makes a big difference! —Alek 
he took another ingot from the bag. And you bring gold bars on board? 
"| didn't think Darwinians were so fair," Volger growled again, throwing another gold 
bar overboard. And imagine how pleased you would have been if | had been right. 


Alek let out a snort. Working alongside the Leviathan crew, he had rubbed off on the 
aviators’ obsession with weight. But Volger was still thinking in terms of heavy cannons 
and armored walkers. 

Alek tossed another ingot out the window: only six were left. 

"We'd better finish the job," Volger said. throw it all away 
overboard, like the traveler and the castle and all the provisions of ten years! 

"Well, what's all this about?" Alek asked, holding up another ingot. 

That thing about me throwing away all your hard work? Don't you realize that we have 
achieved something more important? 

"What could be more important than your patrimony?" 

"Allies." Alek pushed the ingot out the window. 

As it fell, he thought he felt the deck rise beneath him. Maybe 
that was working. 

"Allies?" Volger sneered, then picked up another bar and threw it. So 
Do your new friends deserve to throw away everything your father left you? 

“Not everything,” Alek said. All my life, you and my father prepared me for this war. 
Thanks to that, | don't have to hide from her. Come on, we only have four left. Between 
the two of us we can lift it at the same time. 

"It's still too heavy," Volger said, shaking his head. Your father was an idealist and a 
romantic, and this cost him dearly. | always hoped that you would inherit a bit of your 
mother's pragmatism. 

Alek looked down at the bag. 

There were only four bars left... He wondered what a boy like Dylan would say to him. 
that fortune. Maybe it wasn't entirely crazy, what Volger had done. 

"Well," he said, "maybe we could keep one." 

Volger smiled as he knelt down. He took out one of the ingots and slid it over 
time under the bed. Maybe there's still some hope for you, Alek. 

-Really? 

Alek knelt in front of him and together they lifted the bag. Volger's face turned red 
with the effort. Alek felt the muscles in his arms throb. 
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tensing up 

Finally, the bag rested on the windowsill. Alek took a step back, then lunged at the bag to push it 
as hard as he could. 

The last three ingots fell scattering as they fell towards the snow, rolling at top speed and 
glistening in the sun. Alek felt Volger's hand on his shoulder, as if the man thought he, too, was going 


to stumble after the ingots. The airship pitched up under Alek's feet, rolling to starboard as the weight 
of his father's gold left the ship. 


"But | didn't really think it mattered, not on a ship this size," Volger said quietly. | never meant to 
put you in danger. 


tj 


"CASTING THE LAST INGOTS". 


"I know," Alek sighed. | Know that everything you've done has been to protect me. 
What happens is that now | have chosen a different destiny, one less sure. Either accept it or our 
ways must part when this ship lands. 

Count Volger sighed slowly, then bowed. 
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"| will remain at your service, Your Serene Majesty." 

Alek rolled his eyes and was going to say something else. But at that precise 
moment a light flickered outside and they both looked out the window again. 

They were dropping signal flares from the ground. The Leviathan had reached 
where the German escorts were. They were firing their mortars, sending their glowing 
ashes into the air. Alek breathed in that strong smell of phosphorus that was already 
familiar to him, and the roar of the nearby canyon reached his ears. 

"| just hope we're not too late." 
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THIRTY NINE 


"Get off your ass, buggers!" Deryn yelled, sending another flock of bats into the air. 


Mr. Rigby had sent the cadets forward to lighten the bow. Something very heavy was 
holding the nose of the aircraft down. Either that or the forward hydrogen cells were leaking. 


However, the respirators had not suffered any damage. 

From above, Deryn could see the entire valley, and the sight was downright hideous. 
The clanker walking machine had stopped a few miles away, and its scouts were already 
forming a line on the glacier, waiting for the airship to come within range. 


Suddenly, the membrane rose up under Deryn's feet. The nose had risen a bit. 


"Have you noticed that?" Newkirk yelled from the other side of the bow. 

"Yeah, something's starting to go right," she replied. Keep whipping up the beasts! 

Deryn untied the safety line and ran into another flock of bats waving and screaming. 
They stared at her skeptically before flying off, since they hadn't been fed fléchette yet, nor 
was there going to be an opportunity to feed them for some time. 


By the time the ballast alarm sounded, Mr. Rigby had already thrown two bags of spikes 
over the side. If the zeppelins caught up with them, the Leviathan would be helpless. 
Their flocks were well fed but unarmed and scattered to the wind. 

At least, for the moment, the borrowed clanker engines were working. They were loud, 
smelly, and sent off sparks that sent Deryn shivers with terror; but, damn it, boy did they 
propel the ship. 

The old prime movers had just lifted the ship in the right direction, like a plowman 
leading a mule by its ears. But now that had changed: the cilia acted like a rudder, setting 
the course as the clanker engines propelled the ship. 


Deryn had not imagined that the whale could be so smart and adapt so quickly to the 
new engines. And I've never seen an airship move so fast. The pursuing zeppelins, including 


the small, fast interceptors, were falling behind. 


Although the German ground machines were still waiting for them just ahead. 
The ship lurched again and Deryn lost her balance, sliding down the 
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earring. His foot caught in one of the rigging, stopping his fall with an annoying jerk. 


"Safety first, Mr. Sharp!" said Newkirk, tying on the straps. 
of his harness as suspenders. 

"That prick will be cocky," Deryn muttered, clipping his carabiner on. 
back to the security line. 

He yelled at the bats again at the top of his lungs, but the airship didn't seem to need it. The 
aerobeast's nose was jerking up, jerking at intervals of about ten seconds. 


It looked like they were throwing officers out of the bridge window, but 
at least the ship was leveling out. 


Deryn leaned forward slightly until she had a clear view of the 
germans. 

The small reconnaissance ships, fast-moving machines hopping like striders, were firing their 
mortars. Fortunately, the discharge was only flares, which were not designed to rise very high. 


They would climb a few hundred feet in an arc and waste away uselessly, hissing under the belly of 
the gondola. 

Then the walkers' weapons began to rise, following the aircraft but not opening fire. At the speed 
the Leviathan was moving , they would only have a chance to fire once before it flew over them. 


A command whistle began to blow on a long note, pitched so high it was almost impossible to 
hear. It was the signal ordering everyone to move aft! 


Deryn turned and ran. On either side, the trackers scampered across the membrane, heading for 
the tail. The ridge was crowded with men and beasts running in the same direction; aerial gunners 
raised their guns so they could carry them with them. 


It was a last desperate attempt to shift all the weight to the rear of the aircraft. Doing so suddenly 
would tilt the ship's nose up, lifting it even higher into the air. 


Halfway up, Deryn saw flashes coming from the snow below them and glanced over her shoulder. 
The walkers' weapons flashed and billowed in clouds of smoke. 


Before the noise even reached his ears, the aircraft lurched again, harder this time, as if someone 


had thrown a grand piano overboard. The nose tilted up, hiding the German walker from Deryn's view. 
The bridge rocked hard to starboard. Whatever they had fired had been fired from the bow. 
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Then he heard the belated roar of the cannons; the shells began to describe 
arcs around them. They were huge incendiary bombs that lit up the sky like blobs 
of frozen lightning. 

One passed so close that Deryn could feel the heat on her cheeks and 
forehead. The air went instantly dry, and Deryn felt her eyes narrow with the fury 
of the missile. The light from the flaming shells cast shadows of men and beasts 
across the membrane, where they were enlarged and distorted by the curves of 
the airship. 

But the whole discharge was flying too far to port. 

The sudden loss of weight, whatever it was, had knocked the aircraft off track 
just in time. And the arrangements the riggers had made over the last few weeks 
had held: there was not the slightest loss of hydrogen. 


But Deryn, like the rest of the crew, kept running toward the tail of the ship. 
Not just to get the aircraft up higher, but also to see what was happening behind 
them. 

There was the eight-legged walker again, now gliding far off the bow. Their 
weapons were spinning to try to fire once more. 

But Leviathan 's new clanker engines pushed it too fast. 

When the guns were fired again, the incendiary shells missed their target by 
a few hundred yards, landing in the snow and venting their fury there. 

The walking machines were left behind, hidden by a veil of steam. 

Deryn joined in the cheers that went up the spine. the trackers of 
hydrogen howled beside them, half-maddened by all the racket. 

Newkirk appeared, puffing and covered in sweat, and patted him on the 
shoulder. 


"Damn good fight!" Right, Mr. Sharp? 
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« HERKULES FIRES ITS PROJECTILES». 


“Yes, it has been. Although | hope it's over. 

He looked through his binoculars to catch a glimpse of the zeppelins, silhouetted 
against the setting sun. They had fallen even further behind, hopelessly outmatched by 
the Assault Walker's engines. 

—They will never be able to catch up with us, especially now when they are about to 
dusk," she said. 

"| thought those Predators were fast!" 

-Yes they are. But we are more, now that we have those engines. 

"But don't they have clanker engines too?" Newkirk asked. 

Deryn frowned and looked down the sides of the Leviathan. The cilia flapped wildly, 
weaving the airflow around the ship, adding the drafts to the brute force of the engines. 


“Now we are a little different. A mix between us and them,” he said. 

Newkirk considered this for a moment, made a noise with his mouth as he thought it 
over, and patted her shoulder again. 

"Frankly, Mr. Sharp, | don't care if it's the Kaiser himself 
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drives, if it gets us out of this iceberg. 

"Glacier," Deryn corrected. But he's right: it's great to be on the air 
new. 

He closed his eyes and took a deep breath of the frigid air. He felt under his feet 
strange new hum of the membrane. 

His air navigation sense told him the beast was already turning south and heading 
for the Mediterranean. The zeppelins that had been left behind were a thing of the past; 
the Ottoman Empire awaited them. 

Despite the complicated obstacles that the clankers had placed in their 
way, the Leviathan had survived. 
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FORTY 


The pistons were the most difficult parts to draw. There was something about the clanker 
logic of making them fit together that made Deryn rack her brains. 

He had spent the entire afternoon sketching the new engines, envisioning the 
drawings in a future edition of the Manual of Aeronautics. But even if no one came to 
see them, the warm day was a perfect excuse to be resting there. The aircraft was flying 
just 900 meters above the water. The afternoon sun rocked on the waves and its 
reflection made everything sparkle. After soending three nights on a glacier after the 
shipwreck, it seemed like the perfect afternoon to stretch out on the arrows, sunbathe 
and draw. 

But even with the Mediterranean stretching out in all directions, it seemed the 
clankers never caught a breath. Alek and Klopp had been busy in the gondolas since 
midday designing a windscreen to protect the engine riders. That was what they called 
themselves: pilots, not engineers or some other more appropriate Air Force term. They 
had forgotten that the real pilots were on the bridge. 


Again, he had heard rumors that the airship no longer needed pilots, Darwinists, or 
clankers. The whale had developed an independent streak, a tendency to choose its 
own path between hot and rising air currents. Among the crew there were those who 
thought that perhaps with the shipwreck the beast had lost its key. But Deryn was of the 
opinion that it was because of the new engines. Who wouldn't feel energized with all that 
power? 

He swatted away a bee that was scurrying across his sketchbook. The hives were 
hungry after three days of hibernation, gorging themselves on the nectar of Italy's 
wildflowers as the Leviathan headed south. The hawk bombers were content and happy 


after gorging themselves on wild hares and stolen piglets. 
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"Mr. Sharp?" he heard himself say in the voice of the chief helmsman. 

Deryn nearly jumped to attention, then saw the messenger lizard watching her with 
beady eyes. 

"Please report to the captain's cabin," the lizard continued. Without delay. 


-Yes Sir. Right away! Deryn shuddered when she heard how his voice 
she let out a girlish squeal. He lowered his tone and said, “End of message. 

She picked up her notebook and pencils as the beast scampered away. He 
wondered what he would have done. Nothing so bad that it warranted a visit to the 
captain, at least as far as she remembered. Mr. Rigby had even commended her for 
holding Alek hostage during the Assault Walker attack. 

But even so, she couldn't help but feel nervous. 


The captain's cabin was at the top, near the bow and next to the navigation room. 
The door was ajar, and Captain Hobbes was sitting behind his desk. The charts on the 
wall fluttered in the breeze that came through the window. 


Deryn saluted properly. 

"Cadet Sharp reporting, sir." 

"Rest, Mr. Sharp," the captain said, which only made her more nervous. Enter 
please. And close the door. 

"Yes, sir," she said. 

The door to the captain's cabin was natural wood, not manufactured balsa, and 
it closed with a loud bang. 

"May | ask you, Mr. Sharp, what is your opinion of our guests?" 

"The clankers, sir?" Deryn said with a strange gesture. They are very smart. And 
they are very determined to keep those engines running. | would say that 
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they are good allies. 


-Really? Then it's lucky they're not officially our enemies.” The captain tapped his pencil on the 
cage on his desk. The homing gull within flapped its wings and stuck out its tongue to feel the air. 


| have just learned that England is not at war with the Austro-Hungarian Empire, at least for now. At 
the moment we only have to worry about the Germans. 

‘Well, that's useful to know, sir. 

"Certainly." The captain leaned back in his seat and smiled. you are friend 
of young Alek, right? 

-Yes sir. He is a good boy. 

-It seems. A young man like him needs friends, especially after having to 
run away from home and country.” The captain raised an eyebrow. Sad, isn't it? 

Deryn nodded. 

"I suppose so," Deryn said cautiously. 

"And yet it's all quite mysterious." Here we are, mechanically at his mercy, and yet we don't know 
much about Alek and his friends. Who are they really? 


"THE CAPTAIN'S CABIN". 
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"They're a bit cautious, sir," Deryn said, which was no lie. 

"Yes, quite a bit." Captain Hobbes picked up the paper before him. The First 
Lord of the Admiralty himself has expressed his curiosity about them, and 
requests that we keep him informed. So it would help us, Dylan, if you had an 
open ear. 

Deryn slowly let out a breath. 

This was the moment, without a doubt, when his duty required him to explain 
to the captain everything he knew: that Alek was the son of Archduke Ferdinand 
and that the Germans were behind his father's murder. Alek himself had said it: 
it wasn't just family matters. The murders had sparked this damned war, after all. 


And now Lord Churchill himself was asking questions about it all! 

But he had promised Alek he wouldn't say anything. Deryn had owed him a 
great debt after turning the trackers on him the first time they met. 

They found. 

In truth, the entire damned airship was in his debt. Alek had revealed the 
location of his hideout to help them fight the zeppelins and had given up his 
Stormwalker and a castle full of supplies. 

Besides, all he had asked in return was to remain anonymous. It even seemed 
impolite for the captain to ask those questions. 

She couldn't break her promise, not like this, without even talking to Alek first. 


Deryn saluted politely. 
"I'll be glad to do my best, sir," he said, and left without telling the captain. 


That afternoon she went looking for Alek, who was tending to the eggs. 
When he arrived, the engine room door was locked. Deryn slammed on the door 
a couple of times. Alek opened it and smiled, but didn't move away. 

"Dylan!" It's good to see you," he lowered his voice, "but | can't let you in. 

-Why not? 

“One of the eggs was turning pale, so we had to move the heaters around. It 
is something very complicated. Dr. Barlow said that one more person in the room 
could upset the temperature. 

Deryn rolled her eyes. As they got closer to Constantinople, the scientist had 
become increasingly protective of the eggs. They had survived a plane crash, 
three days on a glacier, and a zeppelin attack, and yet he still seemed to think 
they would break if anyone leered at them. 

“That's a bunch of nonsense, Alek. Let me in. 
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-You're sure? 

-Yeah! We're keeping them pretty close to body temperature. Someone else won't do 
them any harm. 

Alex hesitated. 

"Well, he also said that Tazza hadn't been taken for a walk all day and he'd break down 
the walls of his cabin if you didn't go see him." 

Deryn sighed. It was amazing how exhausting the scientist could be. 
without even being present in the room. 

“| have something important to tell you, Alek. Step aside and let me pass. 

The boy frowned but relented, allowing her to slip into the sweltering engine room. 


"Geez, isn't it too hot in here?" 
Alex shrugged. 
“These are Dr. Barlow's orders. He said we had to keep the sick egg warm. 


Deryn glanced at the box where they were loaded. Two of the eggs that had survived 
were curled up at one end; the other was in the middle, alone and surrounded by a bunch of 
heaters. Maybe too many. 

He took a step forward to check the thermometer and frowned. They were Dr. Barlow's 
bloody eggs. But if what she intended was to cook them, fantastic for her. Deryn had more 
important things to worry about. 

He turned to Alex. 

—Today the captain has sent for me. He has asked about you. 

Alek showed a concerned face. 

—Oh. 

"Don't worry, | haven't told him anything. | mean, | would never break my promise,” she 
said. 

"Thank you Dylan. 

"Although he..." Deryn cleared her throat, trying to sound calm. He asked me that 
He would keep an eye on you and inform him of anything he found out. 

Alex nodded slowly. 

"He gave you a direct order, didn't he?" 

Deryn opened her mouth to reply, though she couldn't get a word out; something was 
changing inside him. On the way to the lounge, she had hoped that Alek would give her 
permission to tell the captain everything, thus solving the dilemma. 

But now it occurred to him that he was harboring an entirely different desire. 
Deryn realized that what she really wanted was for Alek to know that she had lied for him and 
that she would continue to do so. 

Suddenly, he felt that sensation again, the same one he had felt when 
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Alek had told her the story of his parents: a snap in superheated air. Her skin tingled 
right where he had held her. 

This was not going well. 

-Yeah. | guess so. 

Alex sighed. 

“A direct order. So if they find out you've concealed my true identity, they'll charge 
you with treason and hang you. 

"Hang me?" 

"Yes, for fraternizing with the enemy." 

Deryn frowned. | hadn't considered that beforehand before weighing 
where his promises and loyalties lay. 

“Well...it's not like you're the enemy. The captain says that we are not at war with 
Austria. 

-For now. But from what Volger heard on the radio, it'll only be a matter of a week or 
so.” He smiled sadly. It's funny to imagine all those politicians trying to decide if we are 
enemies or not. 

"Yeah, sure, damn funny," Deryn murmured. It was she who was 
there, and not a simple politician. It was his decision. | made you a promise, Alek. 

"Yes, but you also swore an oath to the Air Force and to King George,” he reminded 
her. I'm not going to make you break that oath. You're too good a soldier for that, Dylan. 


She swallowed, fidgeting. 

"Then what will they do to you?" 

“They'll lock me up and throw away the key,” Alek said. | am too valuable to be 
allowed to escape into the territory of the Ottoman Empire. And when we get to England, 
they'll put me somewhere safe until the war is over. 

-Damn! she complained. But you have saved us! 

The boy shrugged. The sadness was still visible in his eyes. Not to the point of 
giving in to tears again, but deeper than she had seen before. 


The girl was taking away his last silver lining. 

"| won't say anything,” Deryn promised again. 

"Then I'll have to turn myself in," Alek said sadly. The truth has to be known, sooner 
or later. There's no point in risking getting hanged. 

Deryn wanted to refute that, but Alek wasn't making it easy for her. He was right 
about disobeying orders in time of war: it was treason and traitors were executed. 


“This is all Dr. Barlow's fault. | wouldn't have found out who you are if she wasn't so 
nosy. She won't say anything either, but of course never 
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they hang nerds like her,” Deryn protested. 

"No, | guess not." Alek shrugged again. After all 
he is not a soldier and, moreover, he is a woman. 

Deryn's jaw dropped. She'd almost forgotten: the Air Force wouldn't hang a woman, 
would they? Not even a private. They would throw her out, of course, they would take away 
everything she had ever wanted; your home in the airship and the sky itself. But they would 
never execute a fifteen-year-old girl. It would be darn 
shametul. 

A smile crossed his face. 

"Don't worry about me, Alex. | have an ace up my sleeve. 

"Don't be stupid, Dylan. This is not another one of your wacky adventures. This is very 
serious! 

"All my adventures are deadly serious!" 

"But | can't let you take that risk." Enough people have already died 
my fault. I'll go see the captain now and tell him everything,” he pleaded. 

"You don't have to," Deryn countered, even though she knew Alek wouldn't listen. 


He would not believe that she was not in danger of being hanged unless she told him 
the truth. Strangest of all, she almost preferred to tell him, to trade her secret for his. 


He moved a little closer. 

“They won't hang me, Alek. I'm not the soldier you think | am. 

Alex frowned. 

-What do you mean? 

Deryn breathed. 

"I'm not really a... 

There was a noise from the door: the jingle of keys. The door opened and Dr. Barlow 
entered the room. His face darkened when he saw Deryn. 


“Mr. Sharp. What are you doing here? 
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FORTY-ONE 


Alek had never seen such a cold look on Dr. Barlow's face. Her eyes darted from 
Deryn to the eggs, as if she thought she had come in to steal one. 


"I'm sorry, ma'am," Deryn stammered, swallowing whatever she was about to 
say. He had only come to see Tazza. 

Alek held him back by holding his arm. 

-Wait. Don't go.” He turned to Dr. Barlow. We have to 
tell the captain who | really am. 

"And why should we?" 

"He's ordered Dylan to keep an eye on me and to tell him everything | find out." 
Everything." Alek straightened up, trying to assume his father's authoritative voice. 
— We can't ask Dylan to disobey a direct order. 

"Don't worry about the captain." Dr. Barlow waved her hand. That's my mission, 
— not his. 

"Yes, ma'am, but it's not just the captain," Deryn said. The Admiralty knows we 
have clankers on board and the First Lord has been asking questions! 


Dr. Barlow's face grew angry again, and her voice dropped to a snarl. 


"That man!" | should have known. This whole crisis is his fault and still 
dare to interfere with my mission! 


Deryn tried to answer something, without success. 

Alex frowned. 

"Who is ‘that’ guy?" 

"He's talking about Lord Churchill," Deryn managed to say. Is the first 
Lord of the Admiralty. Run the whole damn Navy! 

"Yes, and you might think that this should be enough for Winston already." But 
now he's stepping down,” Dr. Barlow said. She sat down by the eggs, moving 
some warmers away from the sick one. Sit down, both of you. 

You better know the whole story, as the Ottomans will surely find out soon enough. 


Alek and Deryn looked at each other and sat on the floor. 


“Last year,” she began, “the Ottoman Empire offered to buy a British-built 
warship. One of the most advanced ships in the 
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world, with a companion creature strong enough to change the balance of powers of 
the powers at sea. And it's ready to set sail. 

He paused, glanced at the thermometer, then moved a few 
warmers over the straw. 

‘But the day before you and | met in Regent's Park, Mr Sharp, Lord Churchill 
decided to keep the ship for Britain, even though it was already fully paid for.' He shook 
his head. The reason is that he suspected that the Ottomans might change sides in 
this war and he did not want the Osman to be in enemy hands. 


Alex frowned. 


"Well, this is plain and simple stealing!" 

"| suppose.” Dr. Barlow pushed aside a blade of straw. But the most important thing 
is that this matter shocked diplomacy. What this unnerving man has achieved is that 
the Ottomans will almost certainly join the clankers. 

Our mission is to prevent this from happening. 

He patted the diseased egg. 

"But what does all this have to do with my secret?" Alex asked. 

Dr. Barlow sighed. 

‘Winston and I have been at odds over the Ottomans for some time. He doesn't 
appreciate that I'm trying to fix his mistakes and he loves to get in my way.” He looked 
at Alek. If you find out that we have Archduke Ferdinand's son on board as our prisoner, 
it would provide you with an excellent excuse to order the ship to turn around. 


Alex clenched his teeth. 

-Prisoner? Our countries are not even at war! And | don't need to remind you who 
powers the engines on this ship. 

"That is precisely what | mean," said Dr. Barlow. Now you see why | don't want you 
and Dylan gossiping to the captain? It would cause big problems and clashes between 
all of us. And so far we're getting along splendidly! 


"Yeah, sure, you're right," Deryn said. 

The girl seemed relieved. 

Dr. Barlow turned and adjusted the egg again. 

"You can leave Lord Churchill to me." 

"But it's not just your problem, ma'am," Deryn said. It's also Alex's. You say you'll 
protect him, but how can you promise...? -He frowned-. Who exactly are you , ma'am, 
to be able to keep this Lord Churchill at bay? 


The woman rose and drew herself to her full height, adjusting her bowler hat. 
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“lam exactly what you see: Nora Darwin Barlow, head keeper of London Zoo. 


Alex blinked. Did you say Nora Darwin Barlow? Again he began to feel a nervous tickle 
in his stomach. 

“You mean...” Dylan stammered, “your grandfather... the damned beekeeper? 

"| never said | was a beekeeper," he laughed. Only the bees inspired him. His theories 
would never have achieved such elegance without his instructive example. So stop worrying 
about Lord Winston, Mr. Sharp. He doesn't mean anything | can't handle. 


Dylan nodded, his face livid. 

"Then I'm going to see Tazza, ma'am." 

"An excellent idea." The woman opened the door for him to come out. And why not 
catch him in here without permission again. 

Deryn made a move to go through the door, though before she gave Alek one last 
time. For a moment their eyes met. Then Deryn nodded and disappeared. 


She was probably just as surprised as Alek. Dr. Barlow was not a Darwinist, but rather 
a Darwin, the granddaughter of the man who had entered the very chains of life. 


Alek felt as if the ground was shifting under his feet; he doubted it was the aircraft 
turning around. She was standing before the embodiment of everything she had been 
taught to fear. And he had trusted her completely. 

Dr. Barlow went back to the eggs. | was repositioning the heaters, 
piling them near the diseased egg again. 

Alek clenched his fists to keep the tremor out of his voice. 

"And what will happen when we get to Constantinople?" -asked-. When you and your 
cargo are safe there, will you lock me up? 

"Please, Alex. | have no intention of putting anyone away.” He reached out and stroked 
her hair, making Alek shudder. 

| have other plans for you. 

He smiled as he headed for the door. 

"Trust me, Alex. And please take good care of those eggs tonight. 


As the door closed behind her, Alek turned to look at the dimly glowing cargo crate, 
wondering what was in those eggs that was so important. What kind of manufactured 
creature could replace a mighty warship? How could a beast no bigger than a top hat 


prevent an entire Empire from entering this war? 


"What do you keep in there?" Alex said quietly. 
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But the eggs remained there motionless, without giving him any answer. 
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EPILOGUE 


Leviathan is an alternate history novel, therefore many of its characters, creatures, and mechanics 
are of my invention. However, the time in which the book takes place is based on the actual summer 
of 1914 when Europe found itself headed for the disaster of war. So, next, we do a brief review of 
what is true and what is fiction in this story so far. 


On June 28, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne, and his wife, Sofia 
Chotek, were assassinated by young Serb revolutionaries. In my world, they both survived a couple 
of attacks, but were poisoned later that night. However, in the real world they were killed in the 
afternoon. (I wanted my book to start at night). 


As in Leviathan, the killings led to war between Austria and Serbia, which spread to Germany, 
Russia, and then to more countries. By the first week of August, the whole world was already involved 
in the Great War, which later became known as World War I. 


Those two tragic deaths, and the disastrous diplomacy carried out between the 
great powers of Europe, resulted in millions of deaths. 

Rumors arose at the time that the Austrian, or perhaps the German, government had secretly 
organized these murders, either to have an excuse to declare war or because Franz Ferdinand was 
too much of a peacemaker. Few historians currently believe this conspiracy theory, but it took 
decades to dismiss it. The truth was that the German military establishment was determined to start 
a war and used assassination to do exactly that. 


However, Francisco Fernando and Sofia did not have any son named Aleksandar. Their children 
were named Sofia, Maximiliano and Ernesto. But just like in my story, the three of them were not 
allowed to inherit lands or titles from Francisco since their mother was not entirely of royal blood. And 
just as in Leviathan, her parents had implored both the Austro-Hungarian Emperor and the Pope to 
change this situation. Although in the real world, Francisco and Sofia did not succeed. 


The romantic story Alek tells about the tennis match and the clock 
pocket is totally true. 


Charles Darwin really existed, of course, and in the mid-1800s he made discoveries that have 
become the core of modern biology. In 
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the world of Leviathan also manages to discover DNA and manages to enter 
these "chains of life" to create new species. In our world, the role that DNA plays 
in evolution was not fully understood until the 1950s. Only now are we beginning 
to manufacture new forms of life, and none as vast as the great airship that 
Deryn Sharp is on. 

Nora Darwin Barlow was also a real person, a scientist in her own right. The 
"columbine flower" Nora Barlow, as she called herself, published many editions 
of her grandfather's work. Although she was neither a zoo keeper nor a diplomat. 


The Tasmanian tiger is a totally real animal. You could see a thylacine in 
London Zoo in 1914, but not anymore. Despite being the top predator on the 
Australian mainland just over two hundred years ago, the species was hunted by 
humans and driven to extinction in the early 20th century. The last known 
Tasmanian tiger died in captivity in 1936. 

As far as clanker inventions go, they're pretty much ahead of their time. The 
first armored war machines didn't see battle until 1916. They couldn't walk but 
used tractor tracks, just like tanks do today. Our world's militaries are only now 
beginning to develop useful vehicles with legs instead of drive chains or wheels. 
Animals are still much better than machines when it comes to walking over 
rugged terrain. 


Therefore, Leviathan is largely about possible futures rather than an alternate 
past. A world where machines look like living creatures and living creatures can 
be made like machines is still a long way off. And yet, the setting also reminds 
us of a bygone era when the world was divided between aristocrats and 
commoners, and women, in many countries, could not join the armed forces or 
even vote. This is the nature of the steampunk genre, a mix of past and future. 
The conflict between Winston Churchill and the Ottomans over a large powerful 
warship is based on true events. But we'd better save that for the second book, 
which follows Leviathan to the ancient city of Constantinople, capital of the 
Ottoman Empire. 
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